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Abstract 

In the 1920s and 1930s, the Catholic Church sought to increase its involvement in public 

life, politics, and social issue throughout Latin America. In Argentina, this desire led to the 

Churches involvement—both directly and indirectly—in a series of coups, revolutions, and 

counter revolutions. At the same time, a fascist, nationalist movement began to form in 

Argentina, inspired in part by European fascists, though distinct in its deep-seated connection 

with Catholicism. This ideological movement, called nacionalismo, often conflated fascism with 

Catholicism, and posited violence as the ultimate expression of these beliefs. Nacionalista 

religious violence would not fully actualize until decades later during and in the years preceding 

Argentina’s Dirty War, but traces of it can be seen throughout the latter half of the twentieth 

century. In the 1940s, Juan Peron rose to power on a wave of fascism, however his increasingly 

populist and secularist leanings ultimately put him at odds with both the nacionalistas and the 

Catholic Church. His removal from office in 1955—orchestrated by Catholics in the military and 

supported by the Church—demonstrates the significant amount of influence Catholicism held in 

Argentina. The combination of the Catholic Churches growing political power and the innately 

violent nature of nacionalismo can help explain many of the social and political upheavals that 

occurred in Argentina throughout the latter half of the twentieth century. The emergence of this 

Catholic-fascist kinship contributed significantly to the overthrow of Peron in 1955 and the state 

terrorism that occurred during Argentina’s Dirty War in the 1970s,  giving insight into the role 

that religion plays in government, politics, and revolution. 
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The growing strength of both the Catholic Church and nacionalismo in twentieth century 

Argentina—fortified by their sympathetic, even cooperative relationship with each other—are 

essential components of both the rise and fall of Juan Domingo Peron, perhaps the country’s 

most influential politician of all time. In the 1920’s and 1930’s, the Catholic Church worked to 

increase its influence and involvement in public life, politics, and social issues in Argentina, 

following a global trend of Catholic revival. Meanwhile, the fascist nacionalismo movement, 

fundamentally linked to the Catholic faith, also began to form in Argentina—again following 

wider trends of fascism, particularly in Europe. Although not all clergymen were nacionalistas—

indeed Catholicism often enabled leftist action like the labor movement—most nacionalistas 

used Catholicism to justify and support their actions, at times with clear endorsement and 

encouragement from the Church. The movement reached its height in the early 1940s, when 

Peron rose to power with the support of the Church and a legacy of fascist sympathies. However, 

his focus on social welfare and his popularity among the working classes quickly distanced him 

from the nacionalistas, and his burgeoning authoritarianism and secularism ultimately alienated 

the Catholic Church as well. The events leading up to Peron’s removal from office in 1955, 

which was orchestrated by nacionalistas in the military and supported by the Church and 

Catholic laymen, demonstrate the significant influence of Catholicism and fascism in Argentina. 

These two elements—Catholicism and fascism—were an underlying current, always moving and 

shaping the country in some way, and even coming to define Argentina’s fraught twentieth 

century.  
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The Catholic Church and Nacionalismo in the Early Twentieth Century  

 By the end of the nineteenth century, the Catholic Church had lost most of its political 

power in Argentina. Following a global trend of anti-clericalism, the Argentine state had moved 

to separate itself from the Catholic Church, removing religious teachings from schools and 

enacting civil marriage laws (the government no longer recognized religious marriage 

ceremonies) in the 1880s.1 In response, the Catholic Church launched “re-Christianization” 

campaign in the early twentieth century.2 It sought to restore a ubiquitous cultural influence, and 

in the crisis of modernity following World War One—that is, societal trauma and widespread 

doubt, nihilism and disillusionment with enlightenment ideals—saw an opportunity to reassert 

itself into public life. In an attempt to fill this vacuum, the Church presented Catholic teachings 

as the solution to societal problems caused by modernity, such as the widespread poverty and 

inequality associated with industrialization.3 

 In Argentina, the Catholic revival movement was marked by the founding of the 

Argentine Catholic Action group in 1931 and the International Eucharistic Congress of 1934. 

These coincided with, or perhaps prompted, a resurgence of Church attendance and “outward 

religious expression.”4 The Eucharistic Congress, held in Buenos Aires, drew massive crowds—

over one million people, including seven thousand soldiers, received communion.5 The 

participation of military men in the Eucharistic Congress was not insignificant, and reflects a 

growing participation of the military in Church life and a warming relationship between the two 

institutions.6 In fact, General Justo, then head of the military regime, performed a consecration of 

 
1 Carlos Alberto Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony: A Critical Sociology of Religion in Latin America 
trans. Richard A. Young (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 1992), 127. 
2 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 131. 
3 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 133. 
4 Austen Ivereigh, Catholicism  and Politics in Argentina, 1810-1960 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1995), 77. 
5 Ivereigh, Catholicism  and Politics in Argentina, 76-77. 
6 Ivereigh, Catholicism  and Politics in Argentina, 80. 
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Argentina during the Congress.7 According to Latin American scholar and sociologist Carlos 

Alberto Torres, this event revealed the Church’s new and not insignificant political power, as 

well as a “growing association of two institutions intimately linked to political domination in the 

country: the Church and the armed forces.” 8 This connection strengthened as both institutions 

experienced an increased presence in public life.9  

The Church additionally employed social Catholicism to attract poor working classes and 

extend its reach into the labor movement, unionism, and politics. Some clergymen, such as 

German born Federico Grote, feared the spread of socialism and anarcho-syndicalism among the 

working class, feeling that these atheistic movements “sought to alienate the worker from 

God.”10 He thought a Catholic social movement could effectively combat this threat, providing 

workers with a suitable alternative to socialism and communism.11 

The fascism that emerged in Argentina, though undoubtedly influenced by similar 

movements in Europe, such as German Nazism and Italian fascism, was for the most part 

“homegrown.”12 Historian Federico Finchelstein considers the country’s movement to the right a 

“national religious experience.”13  Nacionalistas, as they called themselves, closely associated 

their fascist ideology with their Catholic convictions, so that Catholicism , from the onset, was an 

innate and inextricable component of Argentine fascism.14 In fact, many important members of 

 
7 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 135. 
8 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 135. 
9 Ivereigh, Catholicism  and Politics in Argentina, 80. 
10 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 138. 
11 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 138. 
12 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 33. 
13 Federico Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War: Fascism, Populism, and Dictatorship in 
Twentieth Century Argentina (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 33. 
14 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 33. 
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the Argentine clergy were also nacionalistas. Prominent nacionalista priests included Julio 

Meinvielle, Virgilio Filippo, and Gustavo Franceschi.15 

Nacionalismo grew as a rejection of liberalism, democracy, and modernity and in part as 

a reaction to increased European—specifically Jewish—immigration.16 Nacionalistas held a fear 

and hatred of foreigners, especially foreign liberal capitalists, who they thought were working 

against Argentine interests.17 Because early nacionalistas considered Catholicism  essential to 

Argentine history and national identity,18 they thusly believed any and all sentiments or entities 

deemed anti-Catholic were a threat to Argentina and the Argentine way of life.19 This connects to 

the nacionalista preoccupation with Holy War. They saw themselves as “Gods Warriors” and 

viewed violence not just as a preemptive defense against evil, but as the ultimate expression of 

their faith.20 Father Meinvielle argued that “if fascist violence is not implemented, the people 

begin to fall rapidly into communist chaos. The example of fascist violence is inevitable.”21 

Violence, they believed, should be enacted against all they considered to be “enemies of 

Jesus,”22 and thus enemies Argentina—this especially meant communists and Jews. 

Nacionalistas believed too in the alliance of the Cross and the Sword, that is, the need to unite 

the military with Catholic-fascism.23 They also felt that the armed forces should play a primary 

role in politics and government, as they were ostensibly Argentina's most loyal defenders.24 This 

 
15 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 39. 
16 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 16. 
17 Sandra McGee Deutsch, “The Right under Radicalism, 1916-1930,” in The Argentine Right: Its History and 
Intellectual Origins, 1910 to the Present, ed. Sandra McGee Deutsch and Ronald H. Dolkart (Wilmington, DE: 
Scholarly Resources Inc, 1993), 52. 
18 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 23. 
19 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 51. 
20 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 44. 
21 Quoted in Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 50. 
22 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 39. 
23 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 31. 
24 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 31. 
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early anticipation and justification of violence foreshadows decades of militarism, political 

unrest, and state sanctioned terrorism. 

The Rise of Peronism 

Nacionalismo was not prominent in the military until the start of World War II, by which 

time a definite “nationalist consciousness” had developed among the armed forces.25 

Nacionalistas seized upon the admiration many officers felt for European fascism, and used it to 

gain support and sympathy within the army for their own movement.26 So, By 1943, which 

Torres characterizes as the “golden age of militant Catholicism ,”27 these various elements—the 

strengthening bond between the Catholic Church and the military,  and the appearance of 

nacionalismo in the political scene—made Argentina ripe for a nacionalista military coup. The 

June Revolution as they called it, was justified in fascist terms: nacionalistas saw it as their duty 

to take power by any means necessary, including violent force, in order to fulfill the will of 

God.28  

 Juan Peron was a prominent member of the military regime that took over after the 1943 

June Revolution; he became Minister of War, Secretary of Labor, and then Vice President under 

the new government. Though he came into the political spotlight through the nacionalista coup, 

Peron was never truly a part of nacionalismo or perhaps even any other brand of fascism.29 His 

ideology for the most part lacked the same level of religious zeal, clericalism and anti-Semitism 

that was so characteristic of the movement.30 However, Peron was undeniably influenced by 

 
25 Luis Alberto Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century. trans. James P. Brennan (University Park, 
Penn: Pennsylvania University Press, 2002), 87. 
26 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 31. 
27 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 139. 
28 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 31. 
29 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 65. 
30 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 65. 
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fascist doctrine. He had been stationed in Italy from 1936 to 1941, where he closely studied 

Italian fascism as well as German Nazism. He was very impressed, especially by Benito 

Mussolini, whom he openly praised.31  He saw in these examples of European fascism a 

“socialism with a national character,” an idea that influenced his vision of a nationalist, non-

Marxist socialist state—an alternative to both liberal capitalism and communism.32 This is 

similar to the idea of the elusive “third way”33 of governance that the Catholic Church sought, 

which is neither capitalist nor communist, liberal nor socialist. 

Between 1943 and 1945, Peron became increasingly involved in social welfare, trade 

unions and the labor movement, passing through reforms that gave workers better benefits and 

paid vacation.34 The military feared his growing power and popularity among the working class 

and descamisados (“the shirtless ones”), and so forced his resignation on October 9, 1945, and 

later imprisoned him.35 This sparked a major backlash among his working-class base, who held a 

demonstration in the Plaza de Mayo on October 17, demanding Peron’s release from Prison. 

Bending to public pressure, the government released Peron, who then announced his candidacy 

for President.36   

Peron’s 1946 presidential campaign created an alliance between the newly formed Labor 

Party and a faction of the Radical Party, and also attracted members of the Catholic Church.37 

Father Virgilio Filippo, a parish Priest in Buenos Aires, was an early supporter of Peronism and 

promoted the movements connection to Catholicism, claiming it was based on the social 

 
31 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 7. 
32 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 75. 
33 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 134. 
34 Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century, 93. 
35 Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century, 93. 
36 Richard J Walter, “The Right under Radicalism, 1916-1930,” in The Argentine Right: Its History and Intellectual 
Origins, 1910 to the Present, ed. Sandra McGee Deutsch and Ronald H. Dolkart (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly 
Resources Inc, 1993), 108. 
37 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 139. 
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teachings of the Catholic Church.38 This holds some truth, as both Peron and the Church had 

concerned themselves with social welfare issues, however this common interest was perhaps 

superficial, and would ultimately turn to competition in the later years of Peron’s presidency. 

Filippo was also a fervent anti-communist and saw Peron as “the best antidote for stopping the 

march of socialism in Argentina.”39 This follows the idea of using social Catholicism to combat 

Marxist ideology among the working classes and thus and gain their popular support, a strategy 

which Peron adopted and successfully deployed. But the entente between the Catholic Church 

and Peron was born less out of a genuine like-mindedness, and more from mutual political need. 

The Church saw in Peron an opportunity to protect themselves from the anti-clericalism of his 

opponents while also gaining political power.40 They would abandon him once the alliance lost 

its political expediency. For Peron, the Church’s indorsement played a key role in his election, 

Torres even goes so far as to claim the Churches support as “fundamental” to his victory.41 

While the Church enjoyed preferential treatment in the early Peron years—influence over 

the new constitution, protection and expansion of religious instruction in schools42 —the 

nacionalistas saw no such favor. After 1946, they received little attention from the President, lost 

most of their influence, and soon shrank into the political margins. Though they were 

purportedly “politically dormant” at this time, most nacionalistas privately resented Peron; they 

felt he had coopted their movement to gain political power, corrupted the Catholic-fascist 

ideology, and then tossed it aside.43 They also criticized him for being too pragmatic and too 

quick to compromise his principles for political gain. Father Meinvielle would claim after 

 
38 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 140. 
39 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 139. 
40 John Frederick Schwaller, The History of the Catholic Church in Latin America: From Conquest to Revolution 
and Beyond (New York: New York University Press, 2011), 218. 
41 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 140. 
42 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 148. 
43 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 95. 



 
 
 

 9 

Peron’s fall that “the Revolution of 1943 was appropriated by a demagogue who seized and 

corrupted the flags raised by a generation of 1930 to 1943.”44 Nacionalistas had hoped for a brief 

moment that Peron’s history of fascist leanings, his strong stance against liberalism and 

communism, and his connection to the Catholic Church could mean a renewal of nacionalista 

dominance, but they were quickly disappointed. Ultimately, however, the nacionalistas 

begrudgingly accepted Peron as “an undeniable reality.”45 Considering him the lesser of two 

evils, they did not openly oppose the president until his alliance with the Church and military had 

ended. 

Peron’s Downfall 

Some of the first conflicts between the Catholic Church and Peron were sparked by 

Peron’s second wife Eva Maria—or Evita as she was affectionately known to supporters—and 

her considerable amount of political activity. As First Lady, Evita was extremely involved in 

social welfare issues, setting up a foundation in her name that funded a number of schools, 

orphanages, hospitals, and other charities.46 This activism intruded on territory of the Catholic 

Church; Evita’ programs, which were often more effective than those of the Church, directly 

threatened one of their main vehicles for social power and influence.47 Evita’s public criticism of 

the bourgeoisies, rejection of oligarchy, and her commitment to the working class made her a 

symbol of the Peronist movement and a rallying point for the descamisados—a stature that 

alarmed both the Church and the military for it’s potential to “radicalize Peronism.”  The passage 

of women’s suffrage and the changing role of women in Argentina, both of which Evita had a 

significant impact on, upset the traditionalism and patriarchal values of the Church and 

 
44 Quoted in Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 95. 
45 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 95. 
46 Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century, 107. 
47 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 143. 
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military.48 Peron accused factions of the Church and military of attacking Evita—an accusation 

he would often repeat after her death during the deterioration of his relationship with the clergy. 

 In his second term as President, Peron began to distance himself from the Church and 

expressed interest in separation between Church and State. This is perhaps due to Peron’s own 

personality and egotism, rather than any one specific issue.49 Certainly, Peron felt threatened by 

the Church, and his authoritarian nature would not allow any institution as powerful as the 

Catholic Church to hold such an active role in political and public life.50 He was especially wary 

of the Churches involvement in the labor movement and feared a “massive intervention by the 

Church in the working world in an attempt to compete with the Peronist unions.”51  

The Churches animosity stemmed from a similar place as Peron’s. In addition to the 

threat of Evita’s charity work, the cult of personality surrounding Peron and the frequent 

deification of him and Evita undermined the Church’s authority by placing the President at times 

above God.52 Indeed, Father Franceschi accused schools, which were now required to teach 

Peronist propaganda, of comparing Evita to the Virgin Mary in textbooks.53  This worship of the 

Evita and Juan Peron vexed the nacionalistas as well, who, unlike other fascist ideologs, did not 

elevate their leaders to a god-like status; nacionalistas insisted on the supremacy of God above 

all.54 The phenomenon of sacralization only intensified with Evita’s death, and the public cry for 

her canonization.55 Furthermore, Peron represented a rift between the letter and the spirit of 

 
48 Goldwert, Democracy, militarism, and Nationalism in Argentina, 110. 
49 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 146. 
50 Schwaller, The History of the Catholic Church in Latin America, 219. 
51 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 146. 
52 Russell E. Fitzgibbon, "Church Alone Challenges Peron," Washington Post and Times Herald Apr 03, 1955. 
ProQuest 
53 David Rock, Authoritarian Argentina the Nationalist Movement, Its History, and Its Impact (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1993), 117. 
54 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 36. 
55 Fitzgibbon, "Church Alone Challenges Peron." 
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Christianity—or as Sociologist Floreal Forni puts it “the two Christianities;” one being for the 

people, the other for the ecclesiastical hierarchy.56 Peronism aligned with popular Catholicism , 

and thus rejected the institutionalized, Constantinian Catholic Church.57 

Tensions reached their highest point between 1954 and 1955. In November 1954 the 

Christian Democratic Party was established, which Peron accused of being a collusion between 

his enemies, i.e. the communists, liberals, conservatives, nationalists and clergy.58 Over the 

following year, Peron ended religious teachings in school, legalized divorce and prostitution, 

threatened to tax Church property, and jailed a number of Catholic priests.59 Peron’s legalization 

of prostitution and divorce seems to be an entirely antagonistic move, whereas removal of 

religious teachings in school was more pragmatic in nature: limiting the influence of the Catholic 

Church while also sending a message of power and defiance to the clergy.60 In 1954 he publicly 

broke with Church, declaring it an enemy of the state and people. This represented a break with 

nacionalistas as well, who considered an attack against the Church an attack against 

themselves.61 

The conflict came to head on June 11, 1955, when thousands of people gathered in front 

of the Buenos Aires Cathedral for the annual Corpus Christs Procession, despite Peron’s ban of 

the event. Demonstrators marched on the Plaza de Mayo and raised the Vatican flag over the 

congressional building.62 This single action in itself carries a lot of significance, visually 

embodying a loyalty to the Pope that superseded allegiance to Peron. Some accounts of the 

 
56 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 144. 
57 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 144. 
58 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 147. 
59 Goldwert, Democracy, militarism, and Nationalism in Argentina, 122. 
60 Fitzgibbon, "Church Alone Challenges Peron." 
61 Walter, “The Right under Radicalism,” 115. 
62 Edward A. Morrows, “Argentina Seizes 250 at Cathedral in Wake of Crash” New York Times, Jun 13 1955. 
ProQuest. 
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Corpus Christi demonstrations even involve the burning of the Argentine national flag and the 

breaking into Peronist newspaper offices, though these claims were never substantiated. The next 

day was marked by unrest, acts of vandalism, and clashes between protesters and counter 

protesters. On June 13, two hundred and fifty Catholics were arrested inside the Cathedral, and 

on the 14th two priests were expelled from Argentina63--major acts of hostility towards the 

Church. 

In an address broadcast on the evening of June 13, Peron openly attacked the Catholic 

Church. He warned against the insidiousness of oligarchy, pointing especially to its resilience 

among the clergy. He blamed these oligarchic forces for the declining relations between the 

government and the Catholic Church, claiming the Church chose the side of oligarchy instead of 

Peron and the people. He criticized the Churches growing involvement in politics and 

emphasizes the importance of separation between Church and state. He went so far as to call the 

Church unchristian and “a wolf in sheep’s clothing.”64 Three days later, nationalist Catholic 

factions within the Navy bombed the Plaza de Mayo in an attempted assassination of President 

Peron.65 In retaliation, Unionists and Peronist set fire to Churches and cathedrals across Buenos 

Aires, which in turn prompted the Pope to formally excommunicate Juan Peron.66  

Though unsuccessful, the June 16 assassination attempt paved the way for Peron’s 

eventual removal just a few months later. 

On September 16, 1955 General Eduardo Lonardi, a Catholic nationalist, led a military 

revolt against the Peronists government, which received considerable civilian support, primarily 

 
63Morrows, “Argentina Seizes 250” 
64Quoted in "Excerpts from Peron's Speech on Church Feud." New York Times, Jun 14 1955. ProQuest. 
 
65 Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century, 129. 
66 Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century, 129. 
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from Catholic laymen.67 By September 22 Peron had fled to Paraguay, from where he would 

eventually fly to Spain.68 After the coup, the alliance between the Church and the military 

deepened and intensified.69 In a pamphlet dated later that year, right wing ideolog Joran Bruno 

Genta explained that “Only Catholic and military politics can control the Masonic and 

communist decay of the homeland,”70 a statement which reflects the nacionalista desire for a 

union between the Church and the army. Atilio Boron, an Argentine sociologist, calls this the 

“authoritarian alliance” and blames it for the political instability that plagued Argentina for three 

decades to follow.71 

Political Instability and Nacionalismo Violence 

After the Revolución Libertadora, Argentina entered a period of revolving door regimes; 

military juntas would yield to attempted civilian administrations, which in turn were inevitably 

toppled by the military.72 Like in in the Revolution of 1943, nacionalistas saw the overthrow of 

Peron as their opportunity to take power. However, their ticket to political dominance, General 

Lonardi, was ousted just two months into his presidency.73 In the following years of political 

turbulence, nacionalistas would hold some positions within the government with varying degrees 

of power and authority. Really, the nacionalistas asserted control most actively and effectively 

through “paramilitary squads,” various bands of civilians, students, youths, and ex-military 

men.74 These groups were all characterized by Catholic fascism, violence, terrorism, anti-

 
67 Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century, 130. 
68 Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century, 130. 
69 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 150. 
70 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 95. 
71 Torres, The Church, Society, and Hegemony, 150. 
72 Walter, “The Right under Radicalism,” 119. 
73 Leonardo Senkman, “The Right and Civilian Regimes, 1955-1976.”  in The Argentine Right: Its History and 
Intellectual Origins, 1910 to the Present, ed. Sandra McGee Deutsch and Ronald H. Dolkart (Wilmington, DE: 
Scholarly Resources Inc, 1993), 119. 
74 Senkman, “The Right and Civilian Regimes,” 126. 
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Semitism, and authoritarian rhetoric.75 With Peron gone and a series of unstable governments 

coming in and out of power, the force and influence of Catholic Church found its best conduit 

among these nacionalista organizations throughout the late 1950s and 1960s, and into the 1970s.  

The earliest, and perhaps most prominent of such groups was the Movement Nacionalista 

Tacuara (formed in 1955), often referred to simply as Tacuara, which was made up of a new 

generation young nacionalistas who considered themselves heirs to the original movement of the 

1920s and 1930s.76 Like their predecessors, they considered Catholicism  an integral part of their 

ideology, and also like their predecessors, enjoyed continual support from leading Catholic 

intellectuals and members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, including Father Meinvielle.77 Highly 

influenced by Meinvielle and the doctrine of the Cross and the Sword, Tacuaras viewed violence 

as an essential player in politics and government,78 and thought violent action would bring them 

political power and legitimacy.79 They sought to actualize this old ideology, envisioning 

themselves as the “soldiers of Catholic Argentina”80  in a holy war against communists, leftists, 

and Jews.  

Tacuara mainly recruited students from Catholic secondary Schools and youths with 

traditionalist, Catholic, anti-communist backgrounds--usually from middle class or formerly 

elite, upper class families.81 What started out as a mobilization of students for the return of 

religious teaching in schools, by the 1960s was a militant right wing terror group.82 This 

transformation suggests an insidious avenue from Catholic institutions to organized 

 
75 Senkman, “The Right and Civilian Regimes,” 126. 
76 Senkman, “The Right and Civilian Regimes,” 126. 
77 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 97. 
78 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 96. 
79 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 101. 
80 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 109. 
81 Senkman, “The Right and Civilian Regimes,” 126. 
82 Rock, Authoritarian Argentina, 205. 
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nacionalismo violence. Members of Tacuara received military training, and were responsible for 

a number bank robberies, bombings and plane hijackings, in addition to the violent attacks, 

kidnappings, and murders of Jews and left-wing activists.83 Their crimes went largely 

unpunished, the government being indifferent at best, and tacitly sympathetic at worst84--it 

indirectly benefited from the group’s targeting of communist and student movements.85  

The Tacuara reflects the tradition in Argentina of justifying violence with Catholicism 

and the perennial link between the Catholic Church, the army, and nacionalismo. Indeed, after 

leaving the group, Tacuara’s leader, Alberto Ezcurra, went on to become a Catholic Priest, and 

later an active, open supporter of the final military government and the Dirty war (1976-1983).86  

Tacuara, its offshoots, and its connections with the Church, state, and security forces influenced 

the development of the Alianza Anticomunista Argentina (The Argentine Anticommunist 

Alliance, or the Triple A).87 The Triple A was a clerico-fascist terror group, which, after Peron’s 

return to Argentina for a third presidential term in 1973, became a full-fledged Paramilitary 

organization.88When Peron’s second wife, Isabel, who was more conservative than her husband, 

replaced him as president at his death in 1974, she became the de facto head of the Triple-A.89 

During Isabel Peron’s reign, the Triple-A became essentially a death squad, and was 

instrumental in her violent repression of leftist Guerilla groups.90 This repression enabled the 

military regime that overthrew Peron, by effectively crippling the only leftist force that could 

 
83 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 99. 
84 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 101. 
85 Senkman, “The Right and Civilian Regimes,” 126. 
86 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 109. 
87 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 114. 
88 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 113. 
89 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 117. 
90 Senkman, “The Right and Civilian Regimes,” 133. 
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have opposed it. This in turn paved the way for escalating nacionalismo violence and religiously 

justified State terrorism. 

Conclusion: Holy War 

From 1973 to 1983 the military regime headed by General Jorge Rafael Videla waged 

war against its own citizens, committing countless crimes against humanity. In the Dirty War, 

between 15,000 and 30,000 people were “disappeared” by task forces of the government—

alleged subversives were kidnapped, killed, tortured, and kept in concentration camps.91 

Retuning once again to the doctrine of the Cross and the Sword, the regime used Catholic-fascist 

ideology to justify the elimination of anyone deemed a threat or potential threat to the state—that 

is, anyone they saw as opposing “God and His Christian Argentina.”92 In the years since the 

Dirty War, the Catholic Church in Argentina has faced accusations of passivity and even 

complicity in state violence. These accusations of silence are particularly troubling, given that 

Jorge Mario Bergoglio, now Pope Frances, was head of the Jesuit order, and thus a prominent 

figure in the Church hierarchy of the time. Whether or not clergymen directly participated in 

murder and human rights violations, the Catholic Church and the ecclesiastical hierarchy hold a 

considerable amount of responsibility for their engagement, encouragement, and empowerment 

of the nationalist and fascist ideologies that fed the Dirty War. Through its significant 

involvement in Juan Peron’s rise to power, as well as the military coup against him, the Catholic 

Church has demonstrated itself as a force to be reckoned with. The Church’s immense power in 

the mid-twentieth century—combined with the rise of nacionalismo and the tradition of pairing 

religion, fascism, and violence in Argentina—made a profound impact on Argentine politics and 

 
91 Juan E. Méndez, "Argentina," in Encyclopedia of Genocide and Crimes Against Humanity, ed. Dinah L. Shelton 
(Detroit, MI: Macmillan Reference USA, 2005), World History in Context 
 
92 Finchelstein, The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, 125. 
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society, contributing the overthrow of an extremely popular leader and the decades of political 

turmoil and state terrorism that followed.   
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ABSTRACT 
 

This paper examines two sites of eighteenth-century architecture, The Great Pagoda in London’s 

Royal Botanical Gardens, Kew, commissioned for King George III, and the Qianlong Emperor’s 

Western Palace complex at Yuanming Yuan 圆明园 in Beijing. By looking at architecture that 

transports the beholder through nonnative modeling, this paper investigates the virtual realities 

constructed in the foreign imagination. Methodologically based upon the architect’s, Sir William 

Chambers, own architectural treatises (On the Art of Laying out Gardens Among the Chinese and 

Dissertation on Oriental Gardening), and Jonathan Hay’s book Sensuous Surfaces: the 

Decorative Object in Early Modern China, this paper finds that The Great Pagoda intended to 

craft an entirely Sinicized experience for the King in which the sights, sounds, smells, and 

especially the views of Chinese gardens were replicated to engender the site as a theatrical set. 

Likewise, the Qianlong Emperor could personify his British equivalent through European modes 

of viewing, artificially ruling over a European city, particularly at Hudong xianfahua 湖东线法

画 (Perspective Painting East of the Lake), a series of stage flats painted in trompe l’oeil to 

conjure a convincing street view. 

The findings of this paper complicate the traditional scholarly narrative which tends to 

simplify the colonizer/colonized relationship, restoring agency to China’s fetishistic gaze 

towards the West. King George III collected nonnative architecture, using structures as conduits 

for personal fetishization and diplomatic strategizing through a performance within the 

choreography of a Chinese garden space. Concurrently, the Qianlong Emperor held a mutually 

exotic gaze towards Europe, particularly at the site of pictorial and scopic techniques allowing 

him to revel in his comprehension of such nonnative visual tricks as trompe l’oeil. This mutual 
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understanding of elite garden spaces obviates the need to hierarchically define Great Britain and 

China’s relationship, but instead insists upon their equivalency in navigating the ‘other.’ 
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During the majority of the late-18th century, George III, King of Great Britain, divided 

his time across multiple royal residencies, but none was more enticing than the Royal Botanical 

Gardens at Kew situated in the London borough of Richmond upon Thames. Here, buildings and 

flora from across the globe enveloped George III, transporting him to various locales both under 

his colonial rule and otherwise. One folly, an architectural ornament with purely decorative 

purpose, was truly an architectural feat: The Great Pagoda, likely based upon two 18th century 

pagodas situated in the Southern Chinese city of Guangzhou. Contemporary scholarship 

criticizes the designer of this building, Sir William Chambers, over his two publications on the 

subject of Chinese gardens where his language flattens the many complexities of Chinese 

gardening as a discipline, but also celebrates him for his early conceptualization of Chinese 

gardens in the West.93 In said publications, Chambers essentializes the gardens into what he 

describes as modular displays based upon three constructions of views—the pleasing, horrid, and 

enchanted—established through endlessly interchangeable artifices, flora and fauna.94 However, 

Chambers ’pagoda also functions through two methodologies of design: (1) the construction of a 

Sinicized view, as written about by Chambers himself, and (2) popular during the Ming (1368-

1644) and Qing (1644-1912) dynasties, the use of sensuous qualities to delight a beholder to a 

decorative object, as theorized by Jonathan Hay in his book, Sensuous Surfaces: the Decorative 

Object in Early Modern China. These two design techniques, as well as the theatricality of 

gardens where movement through space is central to the experience, merge to establish a truly 

Chinese encounter for the King. The Great Pagoda serves not only as chinoiserie exotica—

 
93 Rinaldi, Bianca Maria, and Chambers, William, "On the Art of Laying Out Gardens Among 
the Chinese," in Ideas of Chinese Gardens, edited by Bianca Maria Rinaldi (Philadelphia, PA: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 112.  
94 Rinaldi, and Chambers, 115. 
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imitation Chinese ornament—but also as a theatrical set upon which the King of Great Britain 

could perform as his Chinese equivalent, the Qianlong Emperor, for personal exoticism or 

heightened diplomatic strategizing. Beyond Kew, the appropriation of architectural styles in 

royal and imperial garden spaces is a reciprocal effort appearing in both Europe and China, 

highlighting not only a mutuality in exoticism, but also the yearning for cultural contact with the 

exotic, most evident within courtly garden spaces. 

Moving backward, a publication from 1773 entitled, A New Display of the Beauties of 

England, cites the Royal Botanical Gardens at Kew as the premier green England offers; 

although this is not quantified on the page, Kew and all its artifices are listed as the first beauty 

of England, considering Kew at the time of publication was “honoured with being the residence 

of His Majesty.”95 The author recapitulates the experience of Kew, taking the reader sequentially 

through the palace and garden spaces. A New Display of the Beauties of England captivates the 

reader, drawing them down the paths of Kew as the King of Great Britain would have walked 

them. 

Admiration of His Majesty’s parks occurred as a ritual, with the winding paths of Kew 

slowly and methodically displacing the King from Great Britain to snapshots of  international 

locales. King George III would rise, daily, between seven and eight in the morning and take 

“walks round the gardens” before meeting his bride, Queen Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, 

 
95 A New Display of the Beauties of England: or, a description of the most elegant or magnificent 
public edifices, royal palaces, noblemen's and gentlemen's seats, and other curiosities, natural 
or artificial, in different parts of the kingdom. Adorned with a variety of copper-plate cuts, neatly 
engraved (London: printed for R. Goadby; and sold by J. Towers, at No 111, in Fore street, near 
Cripplegate; and by R. Baldwin No. 47, in Pater-Noster-Row, 1773), 5. 
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for breakfast at half past eight.96 Kew Palace, as described in A New Display of the Beauties of 

England, is a “neat, plain building, but by no means suitable to the dignity of a King of Great 

Britain.” However, the great hall, and the palace more broadly, was a heavily ornamented space 

where the King could admire furniture, decoration, and paintings, each of both domestic and 

international provenance, however the palace remains necessarily English. Upon leaving, George 

III would view what was once a barren, flat plain, that “with great expense and labour … is now 

a kind of Eden.” The first pavilion the King encounters through his tour is the Temple of the Sun, 

a circular peripteros building featuring a Corinthian colonnade. Inside, His Majesty would be 

welcomed by a gilt interior with basso relievo featuring the Sun among festoons of flowers and 

the twelve zodiacs; although subtle, references to Greek and Roman mythology are the first 

remark on exotic philosophy. Beyond the Temple of the Sun and through the Exotic Garden and 

then the Flower Garden, the King would stroll on a short winding-walk that led His Majesty to 

The Menagerie, an ovular pavilion that housed pens of Chinese and Tartarian pheasants among 

many other exotic birds, beside which stood a small Chinese gazebo designed after an open ting 

(亭) (Figure 1). George III would then find himself passing four Roman buildings. One of which, 

the Temple of Æolus, at the head of the lake, stands near a two-story octagonal building often 

cited as The House of Confucius, (Figure 2).97 Grotesque paintings featuring motifs of Confucius 

and the Jesuit missions to China decorate the interior walls, encouraging the King to continue 

His Majesty’s detour to the East within his very own gardens. Looking out from The House of 

Confucius, the King would have a pleasant view (in the Chambers usage of the word) of the lake 

 
96 Acknowledgement must be given to the permission of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II for 
access to this material, and for access to the Georgian Papers Programme for research purposes. 
Document identifier: RA GEO/MAIN/15890 King George III’s Diary, 1769. 
97 A New Display of the Beauties of England, 5-8. 
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and gardens. From there, His Majesty could go for another short walk to an octagonal seat before 

ensuing towards the Theater of Augusta and the Temple of Victory, Roman and French buildings 

respectively. Moving towards the upper part of the garden, George III would find himself at The 

Alhambra, a Moresque building, and The Great Pagoda, a tower based upon designs of “Eastern 

temples,” specifically a Chinese ta (塔) (Figure 3).98  

A New Display of the Beauties of England fosters an experience of Kew in which The 

Great Pagoda acts as a climactic point during a tour of His Majesty’s gardens. Spending three 

extended paragraphs discussing the dazzling nature of the tower, the publication envisions this 

pavilion as one of the most important buildings on the King’s tour, necessarily making it one of 

the most important follies on the plain. Following his engagement with the pagoda, the King 

would circle around and see the rest of his gardens before returning to the palace perhaps for an 

afternoon tea; and just like this A New Display of the Beauties of England shows little interest in 

the last structures George III would encounter. 

Coming upon The Great Pagoda, designed by Sir William Chambers and completed in 

1762, His Majesty would be enchanted with the tower (Figure 4). The pagoda consists of nine 

stories, each diminishing along the same mathematical proportion, totaling a staggering height of 

almost fifty meters. The roofs are modeled after the Chinese sweeping roof, with each tapered 

end ornamented by a single glass dragon, each offering a “dazzling reflexion [sic]” that 

emanated from the eighty beasts scattered regularly across the building.99 The King would see 

his brick tower, imposing over him, with the underside of its protruding roofs decorated by 

varnished iron in a black-and-white striped pattern. These roofs act as lips between each floor, 

 
98 A New Display of the Beauties of England, 9. 
99 Ibid. 
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propelling the mathematical diminishment upwards fostering an illusion of immense height when 

viewing the building from the ground. The base of the tower extends outwards onto a large patio 

where white pillars prop up the lower awning. This lower level appears roughly two and a half 

times human height, achieving great scale over the inhabitant. After this story, the interior floors 

are rather small, feeling claustrophobic within the tower, which diminish to about human size by 

the ninth floor. The construction of the brick walls of the tower reflect an English sensibility for 

material and design, however, the polychromy maintains the reverie of Chinese timber-based 

architecture. Fenestration occurs on every other wall of the octagonal building, besides the upper 

viewing deck which has eight windows, each offering a distinct view of London and the 

surrounding landscape. These inset windows are long, rectangular and rounded at the top with a 

decorative border consisting of two bricks. Each floor of the pagoda features a non-functional 

balcony with a standard Chinese pen-shaft lattice fence painted white. The tower’s decorative 

rooftop leads to a point decorated by a golden spiraling “umbrella” lightning rod, reminiscent of 

Chinese stupas—interestingly also referred to by the character ta (塔). The 18th century interior 

of the structure was once filled with furnishings both European and Chinese, however after 

recent renovations, is painted light blue and white with bare wooden floors with no interior 

furnishings save educational material on the first floor. 

Upon entering the pagoda, His Majesty could ascend the central staircase, looking 

outward to view his country, from Hampstead and Highgate, to Surrey and Banstead-downs.100 

The Great Pagoda is perhaps the most wondrous building within Kew gardens, culminated by the 

resplendent ornament, the act of ascension by way of a spiral staircase, and the striking view His 

Majesty could take from, at one time, the highest point in England. However, this building also 

 
100 Ibid. 
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offers an inherently Chinese experience to its inhabitants by way of design. The stunning effect 

offered by the dragons, the richly painted surfaces, and the balcony fences reiterate the Ming-

Qing material culture—which circulated heavily among English aristocracy during the 18th 

century—that Chambers references in both the design of his pagoda and his publications on the 

subject of Chinese gardening. The myriad buildings designed by Sir William Chambers display 

King George III’s fondness for Middle Eastern and Chinese tastes, despite the general preference 

for Roman and Grecian examples among the gentry class.101 

By taking the King of Great Britain on a long and detouring path towards The Great 

Pagoda, Chambers heightens the dazzling effects that the building inspires. The creation of 

tension throughout the Royal Botanical Gardens at Kew, giving His Majesty hints at encounters 

with China as he walks across the green, builds suspense as the King anticipates his approach to 

The Great Pagoda. In doing so, Chambers expands the temporality of the experience of The 

Great Pagoda, gradually inviting George III deeper into the chinoiserie atmosphere of the 

building; the gardens intrigue His Majesty to lose himself in the experience of the building, its 

dazzling surfaces, and overall luster, all of which dramatize and heighten the climactic moment 

within Kew’s set choreography. In this way, The Great Pagoda expands the scopic techniques 

developed in Chinese gardens that Chambers recounts in his publications. Chambers describes 

Chinese gardens as winding circumambulated walks, punctuated by small pavilions, seats, or 

choreographed views. However, the scale of elite garden spaces is disparate; European landscape 

gardens are exponentially larger than their Chinese equivalents. Thus, Chambers fosters a 

sensual experience in which His Majesty would slowly encounter The Great Pagoda, nurturing a 

fetishistic view of Chinese gardens and culture. By adopting the Chinese methodology of 

 
101 A New Display of the Beauties of England, 9-12. 
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pleasing and enchanted garden views at Kew, Chambers layers the ways in which The Great 

Pagoda, and the views the beholder can take of it, are indeed enchanted and necessarily 

Sinicized. 

Chambers ’two publications on Chinese gardening, his Dissertation on Oriental 

Gardening, and On the Art of Laying out Gardens Among the Chinese, were not only hugely 

influential among the British and French aristocracy—being translated into French—but also 

largely formulated Chamber’s own architectural practice at Kew, specifically informing the 

design of The Great Pagoda and the few other Chinese examples.102 Chambers ’publications 

came after his two trips to China with the Swedish East India company where he spent time in 

the gardens of Guangzhou. In Guangzhou, Chambers built a repertoire of knowledge upon which 

he could draw for his publications and Royal architectural commissions at Kew by visiting 

multiple scholar gardens. Beyond Chambers ’lists of what artifices, flora and fauna are and are 

not appropriate in Chinese garden spaces, Chambers develops his notion of the view within said 

gardens. Here, he references the pleasing, horrid, and enchanted as the three principal views one 

can take within scholar gardens, and goes on to say that Chinese gardens are meticulously 

designed to inspire these types of views.103 These archetypical Chinese views reflect 

contemporary ideas about views in European landscape gardens, demonstrating Chambers ’effort 

to highlight the familiar within the exotic.104 Chambers does not necessarily delineate the 

pleasing, for it is rather self-explanatory, but the enchanted is cited as ‘romantic ’in the Western 

conception, and the horrid is diagnosed through features that are rather frightening such as 

 
102 Rinaldi, and Chambers, 112. 
103 Rinaldi, and Chambers, 115. 
104 Rinaldi, and Chambers, 112. 
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jagged rocks and caverns.105 Chambers describes the gardens of Guangzhou—the only city in 

China he ever visited—as short winding walks where the modular displays of pavilions, birds, 

vegetation and waterways would construct these various types of views for the beholder. 

Chambers directly implements the ‘enchanted ’and ‘pleasing ’views within and around The 

Great Pagoda in order for the experience of the pavilion to offer an authentically ‘Chinese ’

experience.106 Through the layering of natural and artificial ornamentation, Chambers employs 

the same strategies he observed in Guangzhou in order to present the King with a Chinese garden 

space His Majesty could enjoy. According to scholar John Harris, visitors audibly gasped at the 

sight of The Great Pagoda. Harris goes on to state that the pagoda is, and continues to be, the 

most ambitious chinoiserie structure in Europe.107 The construction of Chinese viewing methods 

is a covert form of chinoiserie—less obvious than deliberate motifs—but it is just one strategy 

Chambers drew upon from the discipline of Chinese gardening that contributes to the chinoiserie 

atmosphere of The Great Pagoda in order to create an idyllic Chinese experience for the King of 

Great Britain. 

The atmosphere of Kew’s Great Pagoda acts as a ‘chinoiserie objectscape, ’a notion 

conceptualized by Jonathan Hay in his book, Sensuous Surfaces. The Ming-Qing ‘surfacescape ’

can be described as a decorative object’s surface qualities with its imbued agency, where the 

surface begs to be touched through sensuous qualities like texture and form. The link between 

 
105 Rinaldi, and Chambers, 114-115. 
106 Further scholarship on The Great Pagoda could perhaps consider the imposing nature of the 
building as necessarily horrid, considering China’s dominance over the world economy within 
recent history, particularly during the mid-Ming dynasty. This analysis could examine the 
building as a visual reminder of China’s threat to His Majesty’s empire. 
107 Harris, John, "Sir William Chambers and Kew Gardens," in Sir William Chambers: Architect 
to George III, edited by John Harris and Michael Snodin, (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1996), 65. 
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Chambers ’and Hay’s writing is evident here. Chambers writes that Chinese gardens “inspire an 

emotional response within the viewer” and “arouse curiosity,” which are indeed sensuous 

qualities.108 Hay’s concept of the ‘objectscape ’forwards that decorations—and their 

sensuousness—when situated among other decor, ornament, or material, culminate in an overall 

sensuous environment. The concept of the objectscape, and its role at Kew, is further developed 

through the visual strategies employed by Chambers within his design of The Great Pagoda. 

Ming-Qing surfacescapes, according to Hay, have the ability to reflexively “take on the character 

of vehicles for non-artistic processes—the exercise of taste, [and] self-fashioning.”109 Hay goes 

on to assert that beholders ’interactions with decorative objects are inspired through an appeal 

“to the hand and eye in distinctive ways.”110 In investigating decoration and ornament in Ming-

Qing material culture, Hay finds that the conjoining of the man-made and natural constitutes an 

ephemeral hybridity that is delightfully enchanting for beholders of decorative objects, which 

Hay mentions could include architectural structures, however this idea is never fully developed 

beyond interiors.111 Hybrid objects—that hybridity being constituted by the marriage of the man-

made and natural—is exemplified by potted flowers, but on a larger scale could describe The 

Great Pagoda and its greater environment. Hybridity within the objectscape expands the sensory 

possibilities with which to experience the ornament itself. For instance, the scent of cut flowers 

housed in a vase waning over time, or the various diffuses of light and those reflections produced 

on the vessel for said flowers. These characteristics inspire the viewer to take interest with the 

 
108 Rinaldi, and Chambers, 113. 
109 Hay, Jonathan, “The Object Think With Us,” In Sensuous Surfaces: The Decorative Object in 
Early Modern China, (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai'i Press, 2010), 61. 
110 Hay, 62. 
111 Hay, Jonathan, “The Atmospherics of Surface,” in Sensuous Surfaces: The Decorative Object 
in Early Modern China, (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai'i Press, 2010), 344. 
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object throughout its lifetime, to behold the ornament in all its permutations, forever a mutating 

experience.  

The Great Pagoda’s objectscape provides such an ephemeral experience. The fleetingness 

of time, light, and temperature affect the beholder of the tower in myriad ways, offering different 

emotional appeals to the inhabitant through various sensory inputs.112 His Majesty enjoying The 

Great Pagoda on a hot summer day would see the highly reflective glass surfaces of his tamed 

dragons perched, shorebird wings cocked back, tongues twisting forward, and the aroma of 

China broad leaved pine filling the air with the bewitching perfume of terpenes. Perhaps at night, 

the twinkling stars overhead would imbue those dragons with a liveliness, awaiting His Majesty 

with an eerie domesticity. As the King would enter The Great Pagoda, the gilt interior would 

glisten and reflect light, inviting him to ascend the staircase. On arriving at the top, he could 

view his country, itself an ever-changing, or ephemeral, landscape during the industrious 18th 

century. Although the view of London that The Great Pagoda afforded him was fundamentally 

English, the rich surroundings of the tower maintained the chinoiserie reverie. Thus, the King’s 

engagement with the pagoda would enact a quasi-theatrical sequence tied to the atmospherics of 

chinoiserie that The Great Pagoda facilitates. The Great Pagoda acts as a stage for His Majesty to 

embody rulership within China, personifying the Qianlong Emperor, not only through the 

enchanting visual strategy of Chinese garden pavilions, but also through the Ming-Qing environs 

of The Great Pagoda’s objectscape and general regality of the structure. The King could feel as 

though he was the ruler of another nation in a fantasy aided by the built environment. 

Through Hay’s understanding of the decorative object, The Great Pagoda offers itself to 

various avenues of exploration that have previously gone understudied. Not only does the Great 

 
112 Hay, 353. 
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Pagoda fascinate the hand and eye through its resplendent features and architectural motifs, but 

the atmosphere of the space is also inherently Chinese, that is to say, functions through the same 

decorative arts strategies as Ming-Qing material culture. As King George III would walk toward 

The Great Pagoda he was not only met with other Chinese pavilions, but also Chinese pheasants, 

Platanus orientalis, and most importantly the enchanting view that Chambers conceptualized 

from his writings on the subject of Chinese scholar gardens (Figure 5).113 Through exaggerated 

Chinese motifs and atmospherics, The Great Pagoda acts as an exceedingly ‘Chinese ’building 

where His Majesty could personify the Qianlong Emperor through experiencing the sights, 

sounds and smells that are as authentically Chinese as Chambers could possibly conjure in 

England through his limited sense of what Chinese gardens were like, and the methodologies that 

Chinese gardens were operating under. 

The Great Pagoda and its theatricality, constituted by the choreographed movement 

through a heightened chinoiserie atmosphere, serves the King of Great Britain as a fantastical 

experience, conceived to typify the experience of the Chinese garden methodology to the fullest 

extent within the established hierarchy of 18th century English landscape garden design. 

Through fantasy, His Majesty could reenact the leisure culture of Chinese scholar gardens—a 

mirrored environment not dissimilar to the spaces the Qianlong Emperor would walk through. In 

this way, George III and the richness of Kew’s Chinese ornamentation would merge to produce 

an imaginative sequence where His Majesty could reproduce the experiences, sights, sounds and 

 
113 Repton, Humphry, “Fragments on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening: 
including some remarks on Grecian and Gothic architecture, collected from various manuscripts, 
in the possession of the different noblemen and gentlemen for whose use they were originally 
written; the whole tending to establish fixed principles in the respective arts,” in The Landscape 
Gardening and landscape architecture of the late Humphrey Repton, Esq.: being his entire 
works on these subjects, (London: Whitehead and Co., printers, 76, Fleet Street, 1840), 479. 
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smells within Chinese gardens, albeit in Great Britain. By employing not only Chinese 

decorative arts design techniques, but also scopic enterprises devised in Chinese garden spaces, 

Chambers envisions a complete chinoiserie fantasy for the King. Furthermore, the act of looking 

out from the top of The Great Pagoda served as a seat for His Majesty to hold, overlooking his 

country from a quasi-Chinese ‘throne, ’the most spectacular imagining of this building. In doing 

so, George III could imagine himself ruling over China despite looking across Great Britain, thus 

engaging in a form of theater. 

Readers of this paper may take pause at the application of a methodology developed 

around strictly Chinese material culture and decorative arts—Hay’s Sensuous Surfaces—towards 

a non-Chinese building. Nevertheless, it must be noted that intellectual leaps such as this are 

made throughout landscape garden history. For example, Michael Symes writes about the term 

‘fabrique ’in regards to English gardens in his article “The Concept of the “Fabrique”.” Symes 

charts the history of the fabrique in French and English landscape garden design. Translated 

from Larousse, he cites this definition of the term: “a small picturesque building intended for the 

ornament of a park, particularly an English garden.”114 Although not small, The Great Pagoda 

can be considered one of many fabriques throughout Kew. Adapted from a painting idiom, 18th 

century scholars deployed this expression—fabrique— in order to conceptualize objects within 

physical garden spaces. In the 18th century, there was a widely held belief that the landscape 

garden was undoubtedly related to landscape painting, and thus the artist’s rendition of natural 

beauty was turned outwards toward the environment. Furthermore, Chambers himself argued 

 
114 Symes, Michael, "The Concept of the "Fabrique"," Garden History 42, no. 1 (2014), 120.  
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that Chinese gardeners were “not only botanists but painters and philosophers as well.”115 Based 

upon this, it is understandable that the history of garden design, and the way it has been written 

about, is inextricably linked to other modes of art-making. Larousse’s definition of fabrique, 

once extended to The Great Pagoda, fits into the established language Chambers already uses to 

describe not only his pagoda, but also Chinese “ornamental gardening” as a subdiscipline in the 

field. The Great Pagoda, despite drawing inspiration from Chinese religious architecture, 

functions as a fabrique within Kew in order to fulfill an external non-artistic process, as Hay 

suggests in Sensuous Surfaces. Argued here, this non-artistic process is the fanciful course 

through which King George III could self-fashion as the Qianlong Emperor through the 

construction of a chinoiserie atmosphere upon the Kew grounds. Through the stripping of 

religious association within The Great Pagoda, Chambers reduces the intended function of the 

Chinese Buddhist ta (塔) to simply ornament. 

In order to understand Kew’s Great Pagoda, it is necessary to have an understanding of 

the globality of exotica in the 18th century. Greg Thomas touches on internationality and 

identifies a mutuality in appropriation between European and Chinese palace cultures during the 

18th century in an article titled “Yuanming Yuan/Versailles: Intercultural Interactions Between 

Chinese and European Palace Cultures.”116 While Thomas ’example focuses specifically on 

Yuanming Yuan (圆明园) and Versailles, his argument can be extrapolated in order to think 

about the similar relationship occurring between Great Britain and China at the same time. Due 

 
115 Von Erdberg, Eleanor, "The Anglo-Chinese Garden," In Chinese Influence on European 
Garden Designs, edited by Bremer Whidden Pond, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1936), 43. 
116 Thomas, Greg, “Yuanming Yuan/Versailles: Intercultural Interactions Between Chinese and 
European Palace Cultures,” in Art History, (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, February, 
2009), 115. 
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to the nature of the appropriations taking place between the Qianlong Emperor and European 

rulers, readers of history can interpret a global exoticism that took place during the 18th century. 

Both the Qianlong Emperor and King George III intended to reproduce the exotic’s royal leisure 

culture through the constructed fantasies at Yuanming Yuan, or the Garden of Perfect Brightness, 

and at Kew respectively. While Yuanming Yuan expands upon Kew’s appropriations in that there 

is an expansive European palace plantation in Beijing, it is evident that both rulers had a taste for 

exotica. Both Qianlong and George III had exotic pavilions designed and built on their palace 

grounds in order to domesticate the exotic through familiarizing nonnative motifs. Once this 

familiarization occurred, each ruler could enact a mutual theatricality within the garden spaces, 

self-fashioning as they chose. 

The European palaces at Yuanming Yuan in Beijing function through a reverse mutuality 

where the Qianlong Emperor could personify the King of Great Britain, or perhaps other 

European rulers by viewing imported technologies, living in Baroque palaces and even 

governing over an illusionistic avenue constructed through an inherently European trompe l’oeil 

fantasy. This European atmosphere at Yuanming Yuan enacts an inversed but shared exotic gaze 

between China and Europe, reinforcing the draw for rulers on the world stage to construct spaces 

for fantasy outside of serious diplomatic strategy. The Qianlong Emperor entrusted Giuseppe 

Castiglione with designing a series of European palaces across a large swath of land at the Old 

Summer Palace, perhaps the most well-known of which is Haiyantang (海晏堂) (Figure 6).117 

Qianlong requested hybrid Baroque-Neoclassical buildings and pavilions to be constructed 

across a large park at Yuanming Yuan featuring topiaries, aquariums and large water fountains 

 
117 Finlay, John,“The Qianlong Emperor’s Western Vistas: Linear Perspectives and Trompe 
l’Oeil Illusion in the European Palaces of the Yuanming yuan,” in Bulletin de l’École française 
d’Extrême-Orient, Vol. 94 (2007), 160. 
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where he could relish in the exoticism of Européennerie—exotic European forms deployed as 

ornament. At the European palaces of Yuanming Yuan, the Emperor could admire his vast 

collection of European technologies such as mechanical clocks introduced by the Jesuit 

missionaries, thus producing an atmosphere of Europe in which the Emperor could envelope 

himself in Western aristocratic culture, enacting a reversed, but mutual, theatrical sequence. 

Therefore, Qianlong mirrored George III through not only a reciprocal appropriation of exotic 

structures and royal leisure, but also through the act of exotic looking in a theatrical setting in 

order to fulfill a fantasy of rulership over the foreign, most notably at Perspective Hill, translated 

from the Chinese Xianfashan (线法山).  

The Jesuits constructed and introduced a trompe l’oeil illusion for the Qianlong Emperor 

on Perspective Hill, the easternmost example of Européennerie within the European palace 

complex at Yuanming Yuan (Figure 7). Perspective Hill was a large Baroque viewing gazebo in 

which the Emperor could gaze upon Perspective Painting East of the Lake, or Hudong xianfahua 

(湖东线法画), a backdrop that employs a series of stage flats painted in trompe l’oeil in order to 

trick the eye into viewing a fully three-dimensional European city street (Figure 8, 9). Here, the 

Emperor could envision himself as a European ruler, gazing down upon his European city 

through an inherently European mode of visualization. For a Chinese audience in the 18th 

century, trompe l’oeil and one-point perspective were entirely foreign scopic enterprises 

introduced again by Jesuit missionaries. Perspective Hill directly challenges Kew’s Great Pagoda 

as a fantastical viewing experience, however, does so through similar means. The Qianlong 

Emperor not only viewed his land from a European pavilion within his gardens, but also 

employed a trompe l’oeil, or exotic scopic experience, in order to establish a convincing 
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European city street constructed through theatrical design. In doing so, the Qianlong Emperor is 

mutually co-opting a foreign experience in order to foster an aspirational fantasy of European 

rule. 

Kristina Kleutghen writes extensively about the Qianlong’s experience within the 

Western Palace complex, and argues that the European palaces indeed are more complicated than 

simply a fantastical excursion. Instead, Kleutghen argues that the Emperor’s self-fashioning in 

the gardens in fact fostered a refined experience for the Son of Heaven through an intricate 

understanding of European modes of viewing. In Imperial Illusions: Crossing Pictorial 

Boundaries in the Qing Palaces, she forwards that through the trick of trompe l’oeil at 

Perspective Painting East of the Lake, the Qianlong could revel in his access to comprehending 

European pictorial methods.118 Indeed, the Emperor’s understanding of trompe l’oeil brought 

him great pleasure, and this access was circulated to only his closest coterie in the imperial court; 

guests in this space were limited and the printed album depicting the Western villas were 

distributed to only but a few selected members of the court.119 While he was generally 

uninterested in diplomatic engagements with Europe—typically avoiding any mention of specific 

countries altogether—it is clear through Qianlong’s guarding of this optical trick that European 

scopic enterprises held cultural capital in 18th century China.120 

Defining the theatricality of chinoiserie and gardens is of critical importance. Chinoiserie 

possesses theatrical qualities in that it presents a heightened display through multivalent lenses of 

exotica, performing an abstraction or virtual reality. Seen in particular through blue-and-white 

 
118 Kleutghen, Kristina, "Staging Europe.” In Imperial Illusions: Crossing Pictorial Boundaries 
in the Qing Palaces, Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 2015, 216. 
119 Kleutghen, 201. 
120 Kleutghen, 211. 
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porcelain production in the 17th and 18th centuries, chinoiserie is authentic in tandem with its 

inauthenticity through agency in Chinese export production, most evident in Occidental 

iconography appearing in Chinese wares. Like this, theatricality provides an experience that is 

parallel to daily life through multivalent lenses of authenticity, where Kew’s nonnative 

architectural motifs act as conduits for grafting personal fantasies. The Royal Botanical Gardens 

at Kew are a perfect setting for theater, mimicking the sights, sounds, and movement of places 

throughout the world. Chambers ’creation of a marvelous experience through theater fosters 

limitless possibilities within the defined stage; at Kew, the stage begins as King George III exits 

his mansion and enters the green. At The Great Pagoda today stands a contemporary imagining 

of His Majesty’s experience in the garden, appearing in an interactive replica of The Great 

Pagoda on the first floor of the tower. This replica displays the King, accompanied by Queen 

Charlotte and the rest of his entourage, choreographed along a track processing through the 

gardens among zebras peacocks and kangaroos. By spinning little wheels with handles, visitors 

can operate the scene, making it come to life. As the visitor controls these wheels, the King 

trumps around the garden passing the mosque, pagoda and alhambra. Here, and in reality, a walk 

through Kew is especially dramatic, or theatrical, due to the scope of its chinoiserie and other 

exotic structures, and the multiple methodologies through which Chambers channeled The Great 

Pagoda’s design. In providing such an elaborate stage featuring The Great Pagoda as part of a 

sensuous chinoiserie objectscape, Chambers convinces the King that he may indeed have 

transported beyond the borders of Great Britain. This imbued theatricality is crucial to 

understanding His Majesty’s experience within said stage. 

Despite a mutuality in appropriations, the inquisitiveness King George III directed 

towards the Qianlong Emperor was not entirely shared. In fact, King George III sent an embassy 
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led by George Leonard Staunton to China in the late-18th century, however, it was not a 

diplomatic success.121 Nonetheless, His Majesty was eager to gather as much information about 

China as possible in order to make an informed appeal to the Emperor to increase trade access 

for Great Britain.122 It is safe to infer that George III desired to understand China and the 

Qianlong Emperor better personally—in addition to his political motivations—due to His 

Majesty’s taste for Chinese motifs. King George III can be seen as attempting to understand how 

the Emperor thinks, perhaps in order to gain a deeper conceptualization of how the Son of 

Heaven operated politically by entering Kew’s chinoiserie atmosphere. However, Britain’s 

attitude towards China was ambivalent, where China was largely seen as a “rival on the world 

stage.”123 Through The Great Pagoda, His Majesty could embody the Qianlong Emperor, thus 

allowing him to, at least hypothetically, personify the Qianlong Emperor and think as he would. 

Without the optics or sensuousness of The Great Pagoda’s atmosphere, George III would have 

had a more difficult time attempting to embody the Emperor as the experience would feel 

inauthentic. Thus, it was necessary that Sir William Chambers create as authentically Chinese an 

experience as possible for His Majesty; at least as authentic as an English aristocrat could 

conceive. Anecdotally, it must be mentioned that George Leonard Staunton, during his trip to 

China leading the British embassy, found the Emperor’s pastiche of a European picturesque park 

quite disturbing and unbecoming of a European landscape garden.124 It is not a leap to say that 

Mandarins would likely hold a similar distaste for the Chinese pavilions at Kew. 

 
121 Rinaldi, Bianca Maria, and Staunton, George Leonard, “Embassy from the King of Great 
Britain to the Emperor of China,” in Ideas of Chinese Gardens, edited by Bianca Maria Rinaldi, 
(Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 186. 
122 Ibid. 
123 Porter, 41. 
124 Rinaldi, and Staunton, 187. 
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Theater and exotica are at play in both The Great Pagoda and Yuanming Yuan. While 

Yuanming Yuan employed theatrical set design in order to create a fantasy for the Qianlong 

Emperor, The Great Pagoda implements Ming-Qing ornamental strategies in order to enhance 

the viewing experience for King George III. Both garden spaces deploy foreign scopic 

techniques and exotic decorative architectural fabrique in order to produce a marvelous 

experience of the exotic’s royal leisure culture. By designing stages for the Emperor and King to 

act upon, the Jesuits and Sir William Chambers respectively establish theatrical encounters based 

around exotica that allow for a child-like make-believe encounter with the visual language and 

atmospherics of faraway cultures. Both of these sets propel their actors into ulterior realms, 

where reality subsides for personal fantasy and potential empire building. Thus, the creation of a 

fantastical viewing experience at The Great Pagoda serves to please King George III by allowing 

him to not only ascertain a concrete impression of the exotic ‘other ’that China was to a British 

audience in the mid-18th century, but also as a pleasing grounds where the King could enact a 

parallel aspirational fantasy from those of Qianlong at the European palaces at Yuanming Yuan. 

 The Great Pagoda and Yuanming Yuan both act as conduits for their respective rulers. 

Through an understanding of the pictorial illusions devised in the series of copper engravings 

narrativizing the Western Palace complex at Yuanming Yuan, the Qianlong could self-fashion as 

a refined viewer who grasps foreign representational methods.125 In the Qianlong's case, trompe 

l’oeil was a conduit through which his self-importance and sophistication could be channeled, 

despite an overall disinterest in Europe. Conversely, The Great Pagoda was a conduit through 

which George III could channel his civic interest in China, despite his uninsightful understanding 

of the country and its customs and culture. In this way, garden spaces can be understood through 
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their function outside of manicuring landscape. The choreography of Chambers ’pagoda, its 

methodologies of design, and its function, all provide layers of meaning which enhance 

contemporary engagement with 18th century exotica, situating it within a global conversation. 

Coda 

“…with the oddest thrill of excitement in her voice, looking vaguely round and letting 
herself be drawn on down the grass path, trailing her parasol, turning her head this way 
and that way, forgetting her tea, wishing to go down there and then down there, 
remembering orchids and cranes among wild flowers, a Chinese pagoda and a crimson-
chested bird…”126 
 
This 20th century example, from Virginia Woolf’s short story, Kew Gardens, brilliantly 

captures the sensuousness of The Great Pagoda at Kew (Figure 10). The enchanting paths of 

Kew’s expansive plantation draws our protagonist, a young woman, down towards the exotic 

Great Pagoda. Woolf’s language arouses a sense of wonder about The Great Pagoda and presents 

it as an enchanted chinoiserie objectscape. Woolf’s 1927 Kew Gardens confirms The Great 

Pagoda’s continued ability to bewitch beholders through its Ming-Qing objectscape into the 

early-20th century. Woolf’s prose highlights the beholder’s continued fascination with the 

enchanted view and sensuous objectscape that Chambers translated from a Chinese origin for a 

British audience at Kew, thus illuminating the space and The Great Pagoda’s persistence as an 

inherently ‘Chinese ’environment.  

It is clear through Britain’s continued fascination with Kew’s pagoda as a sensuous and 

enchanting object that Chambers was indeed successful in producing a ‘Chinese ’garden space, 

at least that an 18th century British audience would participate in as ‘Chinese. ’In Kew Gardens, 

Virginia Woolf herself employs The Great Pagoda as a stage for her actors to engage with each 

 
126 Woolf, Virginia, Kew Gardens ([Place of publication not identified] : Richard West, 1927), 
20. 
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other upon. Although the experience has mutated, appearing now in a literary setting, Kew 

evidently continues to function as a theatrical set. Beyond this, Chambers triumphs in producing 

a chinoiserie objectscape for the King of Great Britain, and in implementing tactile strategies 

drawn from Chinese material culture. Consequently, the fantasy of Kew’s Great Pagoda still 

operates today as it would have in 1762, offering a novel detour amidst a chinoiserie atmosphere, 

transporting the beholder from Britain to China.  
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Figures (All Images belong to the Public Domain) 

 
(Figure 1) Thomas Sandby, View of the Menagerie at Kew, 1763, watercolor, 27.5 x 45 cm, The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City, NY 
 

 
(Figure 2) Sir William Chambers, The House of Confucius, ca. 1720-1762, engraving, 37.5 x 54 

cm, Yale University, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, New Haven, CT 
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(Figure 3) Heinrich Josef Schütz, A View in Kew Gardens of the Alhambra and the Pagoda, 

1813, aquatint with watercolor, 35.9 x 43.8 cm, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
City, NY 

 

 
(Figure 4) James Basir, Plans, elevations, sections, and perspective views of the gardens and 

buildings at Kew…, 1763, etching, 53.6 x 37 cm, The British Museum, London 
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(Figure 5) Humphry Repton, Figures 194, 195 showing Great Pagoda perspectives, ca. 1840, 

engraving, unknown dimensions, included in “Fragments on the Theory and Practice of 
Landscape Gardening,” London, 1840 

 

 
(Figure 6) Ilantai, Fountains from the Yuanming yuan European Palaces, engraved ca. 1781-

1786, copper engraving, 55 x 80 cm, unknown collection 
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(Figure 7) Ilantai, Hill of Perspective, engraved ca. 1783-1786, copper engraving, 76.2 x 111.76 

cm, Museo Italo Americano, San Francisco, CA 
 
 

 
(Figure 8) Ilantai, Painting of Perspective, East of the Lake, engraved ca. 1783-1786, copper 

engraving, 76.2 x 111.76 cm, Museo Italo Americano, San Francisco, CA 
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(Figure 9) Carroll Brown Malone, Ruins of the Perspective Painting, ca. 1920, photograph, 
unknown dimensions, included in his PhD thesis, “History of the Peking Summer Palaces,” 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1928 
 

 
(Figure 10) Unknown, The Great Pagoda at Kew, 2018, digital photograph, unknown 

dimensions, The Royal Botanical Gardens, Kew, London  



 
 
 

 48 

Bibliography 

Diary, 1769, Georgian Papers Programme, RA GEO/MAIN/15890, Royal Archives, Windsor 
Castle, Windsor, England. 

A New Display of the Beauties of England: or, a description of the most elegant or magnificent 
public edifices, royal palaces, noblemen's and gentlemen's seats, and other curiosities, 
natural or artificial, in different parts of the kingdom. Adorned with a variety of copper-
plate cuts, neatly engraved, 1-13. 2nd ed. London: printed for R. Goadby; and sold by J. 
Towers, at No 111, in Fore street, near Cripplegate; and by R. Baldwin No. 47, in Pater-
Noster-Row, 1773. 

Desmond, Ray. "Sir William Chambers." In The History of the Royal Botanical Gardens Kew, 
43-67. 2nd ed. London: Kew Publishing, 2007. 

Finlay, John.“The Qianlong Emperor’s Western Vistas: Linear Perspectives and Trompe l’Oeil 
Illusion in the European Palaces of the Yuanming yuan.” In Bulletin de l’École française 
d’Extrême-Orient, Vol. 94 (2007): 159-193. 

Harris, John. "Sir William Chambers and Kew Gardens." In Sir William Chambers: Architect to 
George III, edited by John Harris and Michael Snodin, 55-67. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1996. 

Hay, Jonathan. “The Object Thinks With Us." In Sensuous Surfaces: The Decorative Object in 
Early Modern China, 61-90. Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai'i Press, 2010. 

-----. "Surface, Affect, Metaphor." In Sensuous Surfaces: The Decorative Object in Early 
Modern China, 91-106. Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai'i Press, 2010. 

-----. "Layering." In Sensuous Surfaces: The Decorative Object in Early Modern China, 274-308. 
Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai'i Press, 2010. 

-----. "The Atmospherics of Surface." In Sensuous Surfaces: The Decorative Object in Early 
Modern China, 341-379. Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai'i Press, 2010. 

Hooker, William Jackson, Sir. Kew Gardens : Or, A Popular Guide to the Royal Botanic 
Gardens of Kew. London : Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans, 1850. (London : 
Spottiswoode and Shaw) 

Keswick, Maggie, Charles Jencks, and Alison Hardie. “Western Reactions.” In The Chinese 
Garden : History, Art and Architecture, 16-37. Cambridge, MA : Harvard University 
Press, 2003. 

Kleutghen, Kristina. "Staging Europe.” In Imperial Illusions: Crossing Pictorial Boundaries in 
the Qing Palaces, 179-220. Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 2015. 

Porter, David. “Cross-cultural aesthetics in William Chambers ’Chinese garden.” In The Chinese 
Taste in Eighteenth-Century England, 37-54. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2010. 



 
 
 

 49 

Repton, Humphry. “Fragments on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening: including 
some remarks on Grecian and Gothic architecture, collected from various manuscripts, in 
the possession of the different noblemen and gentlemen for whose use they were 
originally written; the whole tending to establish fixed principles in the respective arts.” 
In The Landscape Gardening and landscape architecture of the late Humphrey Repton, 
Esq.: being his entire works on these subjects, 407-606. London: Whitehead and Co., 
printers, 76, Fleet Street, 1840. 

Rinaldi, Bianca Maria, and Chambers, William. "On the Art of Laying Out Gardens Among the 
Chinese." In Ideas of Chinese Gardens, edited by Bianca Maria Rinaldi, 112-120. 
Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016. 

-----. "A Dissertation on Oriental Gardening." In Ideas of Chinese Gardens, edited by Bianca 
Maria Rinaldi, 303-342. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016. 

Rinaldi, Bianca Maria, and Staunton, George Leonard. “Embassy from the King of Great Britain 
to the Emperor of China.” In Ideas of Chinese Gardens, edited by Bianca Maria Rinaldi, 
186-196. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016. 

Snodin, Michael. "Interiors and Ornament." In Sir William Chambers: Architect to George III, 
edited by John Harris and Michael Snodin, 125-148. New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1996. 

Symes, Michael. "The Concept of the "Fabrique"." Garden History 42, no. 1 (2014): 120-127. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24636290. 

Thomas, Greg. “Yuanming Yuan/Versailles: Intercultural Interactions Between Chinese 
and European Palace Cultures.” In Art History, 115-143. Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing, February, 2009. 

Von Erdberg, Eleanor. "Sources of Knowledge of Chinese Architecture in the Eighteenth 
Century." In Chinese Influence on European Garden Designs, edited by Bremer Whidden 
Pond, 18-33. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936. 

-----. "The Anglo-Chinese Garden." In Chinese Influence on European Garden Designs, edited 
by Bremer Whidden Pond, 34-44. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936. 

Wittkower, Rudolf. "China and Europe II, Chinoiserie and the Anglo-Chinese Garden." In 
Selected Lectures of Rudolf Wittkower: The Impact of Non-European Civilizations on the 
Art of the West, compiled by Donald Martin Reynolds, 161-192. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989. 

Woolf, Virginia. 1927. Kew Gardens. [Place of publication not identified] : Richard West, 1927. 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 50 

 

 

 

The Transmutation of the Draugr: 

Christianizing Icelandic Mythology 

 

 

 

By Kathrine Esten 

Departments: History and Political Science 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 51 

Abstract: 

If the dead will not stay dead, what can you count on? The better question may be: Why aren’t the 

dead staying dead? In this essay, I examine the draugr (pl. draugar), an undead creature of pagan 

Norse origin, as described before and after the adoption of Christianity in Iceland in 1000 CE. 

Featured prominently in pre-conversion folklore, the draugr often symbolized Icelandic fears of 

isolation, starvation, and darkness. However, The Sagas of Icelanders, written in the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries, features a reimagined draugr. Intentionally, post-conversion draugar return 

from the dead in accordance with Catholic practice or lack thereof. The transmutation of the pagan 

draugr into a religious symbol took place to benefit ecclesiastical authority. Combining 

psychological and literary analysis of the draugr with historic developments in Iceland and the 

Catholic Church, I argue that Christian authors manipulated mythology to reaffirm Church 

authority in a troubled political time. 

Introduction 

If the dead will not stay dead, what can you count on? In the late medieval period 

(approximately 1100-1400 CE), the Catholic Church — the preeminent authority in the West — 

viewed death as a conclusion to an earthly life, allowing passage from this world to the next. This 

belief shaped the final hours of life, placing an emphasis on the last chance to repent and seek 

forgiveness from God.127 In Iceland, the krisnitaka, the formal adoption of Christianity by the 

Althing (Icelandic parliament) took place in the year CE 999 or 1000.128 Yet in The Sagas of 

 
127 Chris Sparks, “Death,” in Heresy, Inquisition and Life Cycle in Medieval Languedoc, (Suffolk: Boydell & 
Brewer, 2014), 123-150.  
128 Jenny Jochens, "Late and Peaceful: Iceland's Conversion Through Arbitration in 1000." Speculum 74, no. 3 
(1999): 635. 
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Icelanders, written during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the draugr (pl. draugar) — an 

undead creature of pagan Norse origin — disobeys the laws of God and disrupts the natural order 

simply by returning from the dead. Draugar of  Sagas, however, differ significantly from those of 

the pre-Christian era; Sagas draugar return from the dead in accordance with Catholic practice or 

lack thereof. The transmutation of the pagan draugr into a religious symbol took place to benefit 

exxlesiastical authority. With a modified mythos, Christian authors re-envisioned Icelandic history 

using Catholic doctrine.  

 

Pagan and psychological origins of draugar 

The earliest written sources on the pagan mythos of Iceland and other European countries 

rely on oral tradition. As a result, written sources are inevitably confounded by Christian influence, 

making it difficult to decipher which features are pagan and which are Christian. In his 

Encyclopedia of Norse and Germanic Folklore, Mythology, and Magic, French historian Claude 

Lecouteux relies on the work of medieval mythographers who compiled the myths of central and 

northern Europe after the twelfth century. Lecouteux acknowledges the difficulty isolating pagan 

features in Christian accounts, noting that “paganism and the Christian faith were commingled” 

during the late medieval period.129 To counter the effect of medieval Christian belief on the work, 

Lecouteux references archaeological evidence of grave sites. Lecouteux’s entry on draugar, based 

on these sources, describes a draugr as a “double” of a dead man, keeping his body but not his 

mind. He attributes its creation to an individual being “upset with his fate.” To get rid of a draugr, 

 
129 Claude Lecouteux, Encyclopedia of Norse and Germanic Folklore, Mythology, and Magic, trans. Jon E. Graham 
(Rochester: Inner Traditions International, 2016), 13.  
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it is necessary to burn the corpse completely or decapitate it. Archaeology, Lecouteux notes, 

provides ample evidence of fear of draugar in Norse and Germanic countries: archaeologists 

discovered “mutilated cadavers” — decapitated corpses with the head placed near the feet —  in 

pagan graves; other corpses “have been bound so they could not return to trouble the living.”130  

Nora K. Chadwick, an English medievalist who studies early Celtic history, takes a 

different approach to isolating pagan roots. While she focuses on Sagas, Chadwick also draws 

information from similar undead creatures in Celtic folklore as early Icelandic settlement included 

both Norse and Celtic persons. The folklore, written prior to the sixth-century conversion of the 

Celts to Christianity, offers another potential source of inspiration for Icelandic draugar.131 

Chadwick focuses more closely on the physical appearance of the draugr; unlike most Western 

undead beings — ghosts or revenants — the draugr is a mischievous, animated corpse, with a 

corporeal body. The corporeal Celtic undead creatures, including the fear gorta and sluagh, preyed 

on men and cattle.132 Ascribing this feature to the draugr, Chadwick concludes the pagan draugr 

similarly intended to eat the remains of their victims.133  

 Pagan draugar, as described in archaeological evidence, comparative Celtic stories, and 

traditional folklore, exist separately from the society of the living but maintain a human 

appearance.134 Draugar attacks occur unexpectedly at night; defeating draugar requires wit, 

decapitation, and a return to the safety of society. These observations suggest an overarching 

 
130 Lecouteux, Encyclopedia of Norse and Germanic Folklore, 69.  
131 N.K. Chadwick, “Norse Ghosts,” Folklore 57, no. 2 (1947): 50 
132 Chadwick, “Norse Ghosts,” 50; Jón Árnason and Magnús Grímsson, Ghosts, Witchcraft and the Other World: 
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approach to the pre-Christian draugr: psychology. In the late nineteenth century, Sigmund Freud 

established two primal instincts in humanity: Eros, the life instinct including sex, thirst, and 

hunger, and its counterpart, Thanatos, the death drive. Freud characterized the latter instinct as 

“destructive.” Self-destruction is only prevented when Thanatos is balanced with Eros.135 Jacques 

Lacan, a French psychoanalyst in the mid-twentieth century, revisited the concept of Thanatos 

while developing the Lacanian death drive. According to Lacan, human beings derive pleasure 

from the death drive. The moment of loss is the closest the subject will ever get to their true desire 

of death. The experience of loss can be repeated, while death, in its finality, is only enjoyed once.136 

Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek developed his concept of the “undead urge” from the 

Freudian and Lacanian approaches. Žižek suggests the creation of undead beings results from the 

“terrifying ‘inhuman’ or ‘undead’ core” of our innermost being. The undead are free from social 

structure and loyalties, existing in the freedom and immortality all humans innately desire.137 

While Žižek discusses the undead urge in a modern context, it is possible to apply this same 

approach to the early Icelanders. Isolation from Europe, the island’s natural environment, and dark 

and endlessly long winter nights threatened Icelanders living in a “bleak and sometimes barely 

habitable land.”138 Pondering the undead provided early Icelanders with a form of defense against 

the unknown dangers of the new territory while also giving into the undead urge. The universality 

of the undead urge adds a new dimension to draugar. With everyone possessing an undead urge, 
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anyone could potentially become a draugr after their demise.139 Pagan draugar existed to frighten 

the living, but also to give in to an innate, destructive desire within. The abject mix of fear and 

pleasure in imagining draugar roaming communities at night granted a purpose to life as a member 

of civilization in pagan Iceland.  

 

The draugr of Sagas and evidence of Christian influence 

In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, anonymous authors put into writing a series of 

oral traditions collectively known as The Sagas of Icelanders, or Islendingasögur, in the Icelandic 

vernacular rather than Latin, the language of the Church.140 This divergence from its Western 

counterparts is the first indication of the unique nature of Sagas. As prose novels, the sagas stray 

away from purely religious content to “deal with the everyday life” of great families and 

individuals in the previous four centuries with a large emphasis on heroism and warrior values.141  

Icelandic culture changed significantly in the intervening centuries between the events 

described in Sagas and the text’s writing. Regarding the subject of the draugr, the change of 

greatest consequence is the formal adoption of Christianity. While the authors of the work are 

anonymous, the sagas were likely transcribed by men associated directly with the Church as clergy 

or laypeople. At the very least, the authors were almost certainly educated within the Church. In 

nearly all saga, Christian practices or churchgoing are mentioned, but it is in those Sagas which 
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take place after the krisnitaka where the authors “present an almost complete cessation of pagan 

practices” in an attempt to Christianize the stories.142 During the “Golden Age” of saga writing 

(the second half of the thirteenth century), two sagas — Grettis Saga and Eyrbyggja Saga — 

followed narratives of heroes who interacted with or fought against draugar. Grettis and Eyrbyggja 

also feature several instances of Catholic practice and symbolism providing evidence of the 

transmutation of the pagan undead.  

 

Grettis Saga 

 Written at the start of the fourteenth century, Grettis Saga takes place in the first three 

decades after the krisnitaka; the society of Grettis is thus a Christian society. Grettir the Strong, 

the titular character, is the only major saga hero of the eleventh century not to fully experience life 

prior to the transition, as he was only four years old in 1000 A.D. Grettir is described as a man of 

immense strength and courage, famous for killing savage men, and later, for defeating malevolent 

spirits. However, Grettir spends the final years of his life as an outlaw, rapidly losing his strength 

and growing afraid of the dark.143 In his 1965 translation, G.A. Hight claims the original author 

failed to explain the central question of Grettir’s downfall: why would a successful defender of 

Icelandic society be condemned? Hight concludes Grettir is one of the final vestiges of ‘warrior 

culture’ in Iceland who campaigns for the newly established faith in his own way — taking on 

heathen supernatural beings. His demise is the result of destiny, suggesting that any association 
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with paganism did not belong in a world dominated by Christianity.144 Hight’s illustration of 

Grettir as a ‘warrior’ is well-supported in the text, with repeated emphasis on his strength, courage, 

wit, and aggression from his first successful kill at the age of fourteen to his brave encounter with 

a draugr, Glam, in the 35th chapter.145 His status as a monster fighter places him on the margins 

of society, socially isolated from his fellow men as a draugr is from all living men.146 

Understanding Grettir’s narrative as one of a failure of character, let us now consider the 

draugr of Grettis Saga, Glam. Unlike Grettir, Glam is not a native to the island, but a recent 

immigrant from Sweden, which was a pagan country in the eleventh century. In fact, the 

conversion of Sweden occurred over the course of the twelfth century. The thirteenth century 

author, aware of this late conversion, references Sweden to establish Glam as backwards.147 Glam 

is known for his strong distaste of the church. He “abstained from mass” and on the eve of Yule, 

demanded food while all other men were fasting. When refused, Glam insists “the ways of men 

seemed to me better when they were called heathen. I want my food and no foolery.”148 Glam 

faced immediate consequences for his dismissal of religion. While the rest of the community 

attended Christmas Mass, Glam goes missing while tending his sheep and was later found dead. 

All the burial attempts at a nearby church fail: oxen wouldn’t carry the body and priests couldn’t 

approach it. Eventually, Glam was buried without a Christian burial.149 
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As in life, Glam is unable to be part of Christian society after death. His hastened burial is 

not final. His return, evidenced by broken house-tops, deceased cattle, and a murdered shepherd 

(“every bone in his body torn from its place”), caused a panic in the neighborhood and leaves the 

district “in grievous condition.”150 Not unlike the pagan draugr, Glam is prone to murder and his 

destructive nature defines him.  

When Grettir battled Glam, he steps outside of his Christian society. When Grettir first 

decides to challenge Glam, his kinsman Jokull warned him it is much better to fight “with human 

men than with goblins of that sort.” By separating “human men” from draugar, Jokull identified a 

fundamental line between socially acceptable violence (with other men) and unacceptable battles 

(with monsters). Grettir dismissed the warning immediately, reiterating the dangers of pride and 

arrogance which eventually doom him.151 The fight itself echoes the pagan belief of society as a 

form of protection. The fight began inside a house, providing an allegory for being a part of society 

and civilization; Glam eventually pulled the fight outside, into the snow. In the passage, the 

moonlight shines into Glam’s eyes, a sight Grettir later described as “the only thing which ever 

made him tremble.”152 However, a religious dimension is added to this sense of safety. Grettir 

managed to decapitate Glam — a pagan execution — but thanks God for his success. It is not 

merely society which conquers over the dead, but Christian society which does so.153 

Despite defeating a creature which society had condemned as evil and ungodly, Grettir’s 

service to the faith did not save him.  Glam’s final curse told Grettir his “deeds shall turn to evil 
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and [his] guardian-spirit shall forsake [him.]” After laying Glam’s decapitated head between the 

corpse’s thighs, Grettir reflected on the curse and states he has “even less discretion than before, 

and was more impatient of being crossed.” Later, he became so afraid of the dark, he wouldn’t 

venture out at night. The memory of Glam’s eyes haunted Grettir for the rest of his life.154 

The dynamic between Glam and Grettir calls back to pagan and viking origins, with an 

emphasis on violence and fighting for glory.155 While Glam dies, Grettir resorted to violent pagan 

methods (decapitation and mutilation) to kill him.  Grettir, living on the fringes of society as a 

vanquisher of supernatural beings, is the subject of his own tragedy; he plays the hero in a society 

which has outgrown the ancient warrior ethic. 

 

Eyrbyggja Saga  

Eyrbyggja Saga, the Saga of the Ere-Dwellers, follows the development of the Snæfellsnes 

peninsula from the ninth century to eleventh century: from “the pagan anarchy of the Viking Age” 

to the arrival of Christianity and gradual establishment of “ordered civilisation.”156 Multiple 

translators speculate the anonymous author wrote Eyrbyggja in the mid-thirteenth century, earlier 

than Grettis.157 The localized setting of Eyrbyggja allows further speculation on the anonymous 

author. Lee M. Hollander suggests the man was part of the upper class of society and received his 

training at the Augustinian monastery then located in nearby Helgafell. Given the depth of 
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knowledge of the peninsula's terrain demonstrated in the work, Hollander assumes the author is a 

native of the peninsula.158 Hermann Palsson and Paul Edwards, in their 1973 translation, make 

similar claims the translator was native to the Snæfellsnes peninsula and likely composed the work 

at Helgafell, and posit that priests may have completed the work, as numerous manuscripts of other 

sagas (not including Eyrbyggja) exist at the monastery.159  

In tracing the development of the Snæfellsnes peninsula, Eyrbyggja shapes its narrative 

with the real-life ending in mind — the widespread adoption of Christianity. The two draugar 

featured in the saga, Thorolf Halt-Foot and Thorgunna, serve as catalysts for communities to 

recognize the importance of a Christian life, and both are ultimately banished using both legal and 

religious procedure.  

 

THOROLF TWIST-FOOT 

 Thorolf Twist-Foot (alternatively called Halt-Foot or Lame-Foot) shares Grettir’s traits of 

aggression and strength. Described as a “great viking” from early childhood, Thorolf earns his 

surname after challenging a childless neighbor for his land. Thorolf kills the neighbor, but injures 

his leg in the process, walking with a limp for the rest of his life.160 With age, Thorolf grows more 

violent, engaging in frequent physical and verbal disputes with his neighbors and his son, 

Arnkel.161   
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 Thorolf’s final disagreement places his narrative squarely in a Christian context as it is 

with a priest, Snorri. The priest takes Krakaness wood from land which Thorolf claims. Snorri 

defends the action when confronted, noting Thorolf gifted the land to the Church to resolve an 

earlier dispute. After Arnkel refuses to help him fight the priest, Thorolf “went back home in a 

fury.” Without uttering a word to anybody, Thorolf sits in his high-seat throughout the night and 

is found dead in the same spot the next morning with his eyes still open.162  

Thorolf’s return as a draugr is similar to Glam’s return. After sunset “no-one out of doors 

was left in peace” and the oxen are “ridden to death by demons.” A shepherd is found with “every 

bone in his body broken,” a perfect parallel to the first murder Glam commits in Grettis Saga.163 

Considering both Glam and Thorolf, a few dominant traits of saga draugar emerge. First, both are 

darkened corpses which emerge at night to terrorize the living. Second, both were aggressive 

during their lifetimes. Third, both are particularly prone to commit brutal murders. These 

characterizations are more violent than those seen in the pagan era, which emphasizes the contrast 

between civilized life and savage undead.  

While Arnkel intervenes to rebury Thorolf’s body behind a high wall, Thorolf returns again 

as a draugr following Arnkel’s death. In this second passage, Thorolf is so aggressive in hunting 

people that he “wouldn’t stop until he’d cleared everything from the neighbourhood, men, beasts, 

and all.”164 The new landowner, Thorodd, burns Thorolf’s corpse on a pyre on the beach as part of 

a religious ceremony, but a strong wind prevents him from throwing all the ashes into the sea. The 

latter half of Thorolf’s story is decidedly less Christianized than the former portion. A cow licks 
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the ashes off stones in a pasture, leading to the birth of a demon bull calf. Thorodd ignores warnings 

to kill the beast; the bull later uses its horns to skewer Thorodd before it disappears into the 

ground.165  

Thorolf’s instigation of quarrels is the equivalent to stepping away from society and the 

safety which it offers, leading to his death; this explanation would fall closer in line with the pagan 

origins of the draugr. However, I believe Thorolf’s penchant for violence to achieve property and 

his dispute with a priest are the primary causes for his return from death. His return prompts the 

community to join together and rely on religious ceremonies to protect the living.  As with Grettis 

Saga, Thorolf’s episode signals the end of the pagan viking era. Thorolf’s community, scarred by 

the supernatural, embraces faith and fellowship for safety rather than returning to the violence of 

paganism.  

 

THORGUNNA 

 As a Christian, Thorgunna is unique among the draugar of Sagas. In her first mention in 

Eyrbyggja, Thorgunna is described as a Celtic immigrant from the archipelago of Hebrides; she 

arrives “in the summer that Christianity was adopted by law in Iceland.”166 Unlike Glam’s origin 

country of Sweden, Thorgunna’s homeland of Ireland converted to Christianity during the sixth 

and seventh centuries, earlier than the krisnitaka.167 Violence is not present in Thorgunna’s 
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personality either. Thorgunna’s faith in the Church is her dominant trait with her “proper” manner 

and daily attendance at mass.168  

Thorgunna’s final requests indicate influence on the part of Eyrbyggja’s thirteenth century 

author. After learning of her forthcoming death from a black cloud raining blood, Thorgunna 

makes several requests to her neighbor and landlord, Farmer Thorodd: to take her body to Skalholt, 

to give her golden ring to the church, and to burn her fine bedclothes. While the final two requests 

are given without specific reason, Thorgunna explains she would like to be buried in Skalholt 

because she believes “it will soon become the most venerated place in all the land” and she knows 

“there are priests there to sing Mass.”169 The inclusion of Skalholt is prescient when credited to 

Thorgunna, but obvious when credited to the thirteenth-century author. A footnote in Palsson’s 

and Edwards’ translation notes that in 1056, Skalholt became the seat of the first native Icelandic 

bishop, remaining an episcopate until the end of the eighteenth century.170 An explicit reference to 

the rise of Christianity calls to mind the overall Christian narrative of this saga.  

Thorodd’s failure to complete all three requests causes Thorgunna to return as a draugr. 

Thorodd’s wife, Thurid, begs him not to destroy the fine bedclothes, and he eventually agrees to 

only destroy a portion of the bedclothes. While he attempts to deliver the body and gold ring to 

Skalholt, a heavy storm forces the funeral party to stop at a farm called Nether Ness in 

Stafholfstungur. Here, the Nether Ness farmer refuses to grant hospitality to the travelers. During 

the night, Thorgunna rises as a draugr and prepares food for the funeral party from the farmer’s 

stores. The farmer immediately apologizes for not offering hospitality to the funeral party, and 
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Thorgunna disappears.171 From this episode, we can understand Thorgunna’s return as a form of 

warning. The farmer, in refusing the funeral party, denied members of his community; the 

appearance of a draugr made him reconsider his actions and act in a more welcoming, Christian 

manner.  

However, the continued existence of the bedclothes haunts Thorodd and his workers 

throughout the winter. Shortly after Thorgunna is buried at Skalholt, a shepherd returns home 

“badly shaken”; he is found dead two weeks later and eventually returns as a draugr. Thorir, 

another resident of the house, goes “out to the privy” at night, but the undead shepherd stops him 

from returning. A few days later, Thorir appears with the shepherd. This pattern continues until 

six more are dead.172 The deaths in this portion of Eyrbyggja are less gory than the bone-breaking 

imagery seen with Thorolf and Glam. Rather than terrifying the living into retaliation, these deaths 

warn the living to correct their mistakes.  

During the Christmas season, Thorodd’s return as a draugr disrupts the safety of the home, 

prompting the living to seek help. While catching fish for winter stores, Thorodd and five other 

men drown; “The boat and fish were washed ashore….but the bodies were never found,” adding 

to the sense of fear and dread in the community. At the funeral feast for the sailors, Thorodd and 

his companions arrive, “drenched to the skin.” The guests at the feast take it as a good omen, which 

the author credits to a pagan belief still popular in the area: if drowned people had been accepted 

by Ran, goddess of the sea, they would appear at their own funeral feast.173 However, the author 

dismisses the pagan notion as an explanation. Instead, the author emphasizes the inhuman actions 
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of the draugar, who ignore the greetings of the living and sit silently in front of the fire. For several 

weeks, the dead men arrive to sit by the fire in the living room. The living build a second fire in 

another room in order to stay warm, prompting the author to stress the dead and living cannot 

cohabitate. By mid-winter, six servants die and join the shepherd’s and Thorir’s groups of draugar. 

Five remaining servants run away, frightened of the draugar. Eventually, the cause of the numerous 

draugar is revealed to be Thorgunna’s bedclothes,  which  are in Thurid’s possession.174  

The hauntings on the farm are resolved through both religious and legal intervention. The 

farm’s remaining residents seek out Snorri (the same priest from Thorolf’s episode) for advice. He 

orders the survivors to burn Thorgunna’s bedclothes and hold a legal trial against Thorir and 

Thorodd for “trespassing on the home and robbing people of life and health.” Eventually, all the 

draugar are summoned and are allowed to give testimony; a jury banishes the draugar from the 

home. After all the draugar leave, Snorri encourages the household to carry holy water to every 

corner of the house and celebrate mass, and the hauntings end.175 

Thorgunna’s portion of Eyrbyggja lacks the explicit violence seen in Thorolf’s episodes 

and Grettis Saga, but has perhaps the closest connection to Christianity out of all draugar 

narratives. Thorolf and Glam, through their ill tempers, were responsible for their own fate in 

returning as draugar, but Thorgunna’s return is the result of failures within the community — 

specifically, failures of faith. In disrespecting the final wishes of their Christian neighbor, Thorodd 

and Thurid ultimately doomed over a dozen men to the fate of becoming draugar. The effect is 

only reversed once all of Thorgunna’s wishes are fulfilled.   
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This narrative bridges Iceland’s pagan past and Christian present, suggesting influence 

from the thirteenth century author. The legal trial and subsequent religious ceremony are 

undeniably a departure from the previous method of dealing with draugar in Grettis Saga, earlier 

in Eyrbyggja Saga, and in pagan folklore (decapitation or burning). Palsson and Edwards claim 

the combination of “the old law and the new religion” acts as an “exorcism” for the world of 

vikings.”176 While the defeats of Glam and Thorolf symbolize the death of paganism, the trial is 

the strongest example of a community moving forward. Alexander Hay makes a similar analysis; 

the community moves past the notion of guilt, leading to an “immersal in faith and the rejection 

of a troubling pagan past.”177 The fact that Eyrbyggja Saga concludes with the widespread 

conversion to Christianity cannot be overlooked in assessing this argument. Thorgunna, as a 

draugr, pushes a community to reconsider the way it operates and to question the pagan traditions 

still present in society. Building up to the Christian-focused ending, the author shapes the trial to 

provide a peaceful means of society moving forward, with an emphasis on legal order and 

structured faith.  

 

Christianizing with a purpose: Church gains from transmutation 

Grettis Saga and Eyrbyggja Saga provide ample evidence that the thirteenth and fourteenth 

century draugr is distinct from the draugr preceding the krisnitaka. These examples also prove the 

permeation of Christian values, symbols, and moral messages, permitting the assertion that oral 

 
176 Palsson and Edwards, Eyrbyggja, 19. 
177 Alexander Hay, "“From Beneath the Waves”: Sea-Draugr and the Popular Conscience," in Beasts of the Deep: 
Sea Creatures and Popular Culture, edited by Hackett Jon and Harrington Seán. Bloomington, IN, USA: Indiana 
University Press, 2018, 13. 



 
 
 

 67 

tradition fundamentally changed as a result of Christian influence. In approaching the claim that 

Church authority intended Christianization, I conjecture the Church leadership in Iceland stood to 

gain significantly from these changes. 

 The Sagas of Icelanders re-envision Icelandic history with a romantic, Christian leaning. 

Palsson and Edwards describe Eyrbyggja Saga as a historical record “on the surface,” but state its 

“true spirit is imaginative and interpretative, a thirteenth-century view of the past.”178 In saying 

this, Palsson and Edwards capture a potential motivation for why the sagas were written down 

with explicit references to Christianity: to make it appear as though Christianity was not merely a 

choice of the Althing in 1000 AD, but inevitable in Iceland’s development.  

 While the krisnitaka did recognize Christianity as the official religion of Iceland, 

conversion was not immediate among all residents. In the twelfth-century Íslendingabók, Ari 

Thorgilsson references compromises the Althing made at the time of krisnitaka, allowing 

continued pagan ritual after the adoption of Christianity. Exceptions included continued sacrifices 

to the gods, eating horse meat, and even exposing unwanted children to the elements, three 

practices explicitly in violation against Christian teachings.179 Instead of acknowledging the very 

gradual and long-term acceptance of Christianity in Iceland, the sagas push a narrative that 

conversion was a foregone conclusion.  

Assuming the anonymous authors are associated with the Church, the draugr provides an 

attractive model to Christianize the eleventh century. According to this explanation, Glam and 

Thorolf Twist-Foot are not merely undead people wreaking havoc on the living. Instead, the men 
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are social pariahs who refused to live in accordance with the will of the Lord. Their return signals 

that those still practicing paganism are in the wrong; the dead have returned as proof.180 

Thorgunna’s story as a draugr takes a similar but slightly different approach to reshaping history. 

Her return suggests conversion is not where Christianization ends; values such as hospitality and 

respecting the wishes of the dead need to be upheld for society to persist. The trial in Eyrbyggja 

can also be interpreted to support this explanation; the survivors use holy water and Christian relics 

to remove the spirits of pagan undead creatures.181  

Yet, referring back to Palsonn’s and Edwards’ interpretation of the trial as a mix of old 

legal tradition with new Christian religious practice, it is much more convincing to view the trial 

as a peaceful solution to pagan violence. The survivors on the farm were not seeking to battle 

unknown and dangerous forces, but restore a sense of security and protection. The legal system 

and religious ritual provided this closure. This conclusion raises a significant question: why would 

the Church manipulate myth to make itself appear as a solution to unwanted violence? 

Political upheaval defined a significant portion of the “Golden Age” of saga writing, 

shaping the perspective of saga authors and their immediate audiences. From 1230 to 1262, around 

the time an anonymous author wrote Eyrbyggja, the Age of Sturlungs placed natural and 

agricultural resources of the island under a great degree of stress. A small number of wealthy 

Icelandic families (including the Sturlungs), the Icelandic and Norwegian churches, and the 
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Norwegian monarchy fought for political dominance on the island; ongoing climate deterioration 

and volcanic activity further added to the island’s chaos.182  

If members of the Church sought to bring a peaceful conclusion to the Age of Sturlungs, 

altering Eyrbyggja Saga to reflect Christian values intertwined with a stable legal system may have 

been a tempting strategy. This ideal end to the Age of Sturlungs hinged on the Icelandic Church 

maintaining control. Starting in the mid-twelfth century, the Icelandic Church received tithes, 

protection under the law, and the ability to independently train clergy. If the Norwegian Church or 

monarchy gained power in Iceland, these benefits would be lost for the Icelandic Church.183 If the 

draugr - particularly a foreign draugr - disrupts the natural and social order in the same way as 

political upheaval, the peaceful conclusion to Eyrbyggja is illustrative of the possibility of peace 

amidst violence; peace can be found through relying on the traditions of legal structure and church 

authority, as demonstrated in the trial in Eyrbyggja. 

While the author of Eyrbyggja framed their narrative around the Church and the traditional 

Icelandic legal system as saviors, Grettis Saga is an acceptance of the end of the Commonwealth. 

Written in the early fourteenth century, the author of Grettis Saga had the knowledge that the 

Commonwealth of Iceland did not survive the violence and chaos, but instead submitted to 

Norwegian rule, beginning six and a half centuries of colonial status.184  
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Scandinavian Studies, vol. 82, no. 1 (2010): 9 
184 Sayers, “The Alien and Alienated,” 162.  
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Grettir’s career parallels the developments of early Icelandic history. Just as settlement in 

Iceland began with a dramatic heroic age, Grettir starts his life as a warrior. Iceland grew into a 

stable commonwealth and Grettir became the strongest man alive, able to defend his values. 

Glam’s final words, that Grettir “shall never grow stronger than [he] is now,” suggest Iceland 

reached its peak in the eleventh century, as Christianity and warrior values overlapped.185 

However, Grettir’s decline also mirrored that of his country. When the Althing sentences him to 

life as an outlaw, Grettir loses his place in lawful society. The Age of Sturlungs deprived Iceland 

of its structured legal system, as internal disputes over power dismantled the Althing.  As Grettir 

tries to escape external threats hunting him down, Iceland attempts to survive Norwegian 

intervention. Just as Glam warned, both Iceland and Grettir “found it hard to live alone” and were 

dragged to their death — literal for Grettir, figurative for Iceland.186   

 

Conclusion 

Returning from the dead is a part of cross-cultural and cross-temporal imagination. Žižek’s 

“undead urge” explains this phenomenon through psychology; human beings fear the finality of 

death, but seek the freedom death and resurrection provide. For thirteenth and fourteenth century 

saga authors, the undead serves as an opportunity to Christianize the past. Numerous motivations 

for Christianization existed; the authors may have intended to affirm existing Church authority, 

encourage reliance on Icelandic civil and religious tradition, or accept the loss of Iceland’s 

 
185 Hight, Grettis, 99.; Sayers, “The Alien and Alienated,” 163. 
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independence. Regardless, the transmutation of the draugr allowed Icelanders to kill their pagan 

past. With this death came freedom; Iceland emerged as a Christian society.  

If the dead will not stay dead, what can you count on? The better question to ask here is 

why the dead are not staying in their graves. In the pagan era, Icelanders struggled against abstract 

and unknown dangers in a new environment; the draugar supplied a physical substitute which the 

living could vanquish and overcome. As evidenced in Sagas, an unsettling past and disturbing 

present is re-imagined through a monster which can be defeated by civilized society. In the modern 

era, the draugr is depicted as a vicious, warrior zombie which requires violent attack to subdue. In 

the video game franchise Skyrim and George R.R. Martin’s popular fantasy series A Song of Ice 

and Fire (and its television counterpart, A Game of Thrones), the draugr provides an opportunity 

for the hero to defeat another form of death.187  

It is not difficult to find examples of trepidation Skyrim and A Song of Ice and Fire react 

to. With longer lifespans, higher survival rates, and the general safety available to many citizens 

of the Western world, Skyrim offers an escape into a supernatural world where death is around 

every corner. A Song of Ice and Fire deals openly with political intrigue, featuring wealthy families 

battle for power and control of a kingdom — oddly reminiscent of the Age of Sturlungs. The 

“White Walkers” of the books provide an existential threat to the petty squabbles, suggesting a 

desire of the author to move beyond the political tensions of modern national and global politics 

to consider an actual threat to human existence — climate change.  

 
187 Fahey, Richard. "Zombies of the Frozen North: White Walkers and Old Norse Revenants." Medieval Studies 
Research Blog Meet Us at the Crossroads of Everything. March 5, 2018.  
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The dead return when the author senses a disturbance in the natural order, whether 

environmental danger, political upheaval, or disputes in civil society. The transmutation of the 

draugr offers a window into the challenges and anxieties of the thirteenth and fourteenth century. 

However, the draugr is only one of many examples of the undead in Europe and the world at large. 

By studying the undead, we can better understand the societies and people bringing them back to 

life.  
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Abstract 

This essay explores the writings of Edward Said, Daniel Gordon, and Alexis de Tocqueville; 

each of these historians reflected on the concept of colonialism and its possible social, cultural, 

and political ramifications. Said is remembered as a prominent post-colonialist, and this is 

reflected in his criticism of European exoticization of the East in his book Orientalism. European 

notions of superiority, matched with a desire for intellectual accumulation of other cultures' 

knowledge, propelled colonialism forward in the nineteenth century. Alexis de Tocqueville's 

accounts on France's colonial mission challenge Said's notion of European superiority; 

Tocqueville was a civil servant, politician, and historian who held mixed feelings towards French 

colonial efforts. Tocqueville was concerned with French intentions and efficiency; it was 

important for colonizers to try to understand the people they sought to rule. Daniel Gordon, a 

critic of postcolonial scholarship, tries to dissect the language of colonial discourse employed by 

intellectuals like Said and Tocqueville, highlighting the contested space of reflections on 

colonialism in the twenty-first century. This work synthesizes the writings of these three 

intellectuals to craft a coherent understanding of colonialism, "civilization," and "Orientalism" 

concerning European interactions with non-Europeans.  
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Introduction to the Discourse Surrounding Colonialism, Orientalism, and Civilization 

 In modern historiography, the practice of colonialism (in particular, European 

colonialism) has been the focus of criticism. Most scholars believe that their criticism of the 

colonial enterprise is legitimate, an effort to correct the historical record; does this criticism find 

its origins in an academic inquiry or contemporary politics? And how is this distinction, between 

the academic and the political, related to the study of history? In the wake of colonial 

independence movements, historians crafted the field of 'post-colonialism.' Historians used a set 

of terms to accompany the field of post-colonialism, like "orientalism" and "civilization." These 

terms were "weaponized" to criticize colonialism, but their meaning and use in the academic 

discourse is contested. What do these terms, popularized with the rise of post-colonialism, 

actually mean? Why are they important to the study of colonial history, and how is it that 

terminology became "weaponized" in an academic space?  

"Orientalism" is used by postcolonial scholars to refer to the romanticization of non-

European cultures and peoples. Edward Said was a prominent post-colonial scholar who 

popularized the notion of "orientalism" in his book of the same name. Said's work is extensive; it 

sets out to explain the ideology and practices of European colonialism; the heart of the work is 

dedicated to undermining traditional European colonial rhetoric. How did Said deploy 

"orientalism" in the work? Was "orientalism" "good" or "bad"? Did it nurture or reject 

postcolonial narratives? Said is generally understood to be a critic of the West, and his 

elaboration of "orientalism" provides the basis for his criticism. However, Said's approach to 

European colonialism is more nuanced than simple criticisms; "orientalism" is complex, and as 

such, Said's theory on the modern origins of orientalism, which he attributes with the rise of 

colonialism, helps us to understand and analyze his broader criticism of the West.  
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“Orientalism” in the Eighteenth Century  

Orientalism is not necessarily insidious, or disingenuous, but it is a euro-centric 

perspective, which Said and other post-colonists reject. For this paper, we will focus our analysis 

on the second chapter of Said's Orientalism, titled "Orientalist Structures and Restructures." In 

this chapter, Said expands his theory on the origins of modern colonialism, and more 

importantly, the perspective Europeans adopted when interacting with non-Europeans. Said 

places the turn in colonial practices with the emergence of the Enlightenment. The 

Enlightenment encouraged exploration in numerous fields, such as philosophy and science; this 

spirit of exploration would form the basis of the colonial experiment, according to Said. As Said 

says early in the chapter, "European exploration of the rest of the world [..] had Europe firmly in 

the privileged center, as main observer [...] For even as Europe moved itself outwards, its sense 

of cultural strength was fortified."188 What does Said mean when he refers to the fortification of 

Europe's "culture strength"? European exploration was a comparative endeavor, contrasting 

European values and ideals to those of the "Orient"; the Orient had served as the historic enemy 

of the Occident; The Middle East and Asia were centers of non-European cultures. The Middle 

East embodied the struggle between Islam and Christianity; where once the Orient was to be 

distrusted, the Enlightenment opened the possibility of the Orient as an academic subject. This 

desire to understand and redefine the Orient became prominent during the eighteenth century: 

"an eighteenth-century mind could breach the doctrinal walls erected between the West and 

Islam and see hidden elements of kinship between himself and the Orient. Napoleon is a famous 

instance of this (usually selective) identification by sympathy."189 This begs the question, was 

 
188 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 117.  
189 Said, Orientalism, 118.  
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colonialism a sympathetic endeavor? How does this understanding fit into postcolonial 

scholarship?  

Said is cynical of the European "sympathy" he observes in the eighteenth century 

"orientalists." Said takes a Foucauldian perspective, arguing that European intellectuals who 

studied the Orient only did so to empower themselves through the accumulation of knowledge. 

More than that, Said suggests that only by filtering non-European perspectives through European 

"experts" does the Orient become useful to Europeans. Said says, "the modern Orientalist was in 

his view, a hero rescuing the Orient from the obscurity, alienation, and strangeness which he had 

properly distinguished. His research reconstructed the Orient's lost languages, mores, even 

mentalities"190 How did this specialization of the Orient explain colonialism? Implicitly, Said 

was laying the foundation for his main argument, that European notions of superiority, even if 

meant sympathetically, placed them in the ideal position for not only intellectual but political 

leadership. As Said suggests, this European sympathy for the Orient itself may have engendered 

notions of the necessity of intervention. Without Europeans, therefore, the Orient would not 

flourish; this was the basis of the scientific terminology familiar to modern colonialism. 

Orientalism of the eighteenth century ushered in "a systematic discipline of accumulation" which 

allowed Colonialism and Imperialism to flourish.191  

 Said uses the French academic Silvestre de Sacy as his example of the eighteenth century 

Orientalist. Sacy was an essential part of the French shift towards the Arabic world. He was a 

translator, and as such, acted as a sort of intermediary between conventional French 

 
190 Said, Orientalism, 121.  
191 Said, Orientalism, 122.  



 
 
 

 80 

understandings of the "Orient" and reality. How did Sacy's work, which brought the "Orient" 

back into the forefront of French intellectual thought, help to form modern colonialism? Said 

paints Sacy as a specialist interested in academic prominence by way of his newly formed field. 

Sacy made himself indispensable as an orientalist; only through his knowledge could Europeans 

make use of the Orient. On the surface, Sacy seems like an ally of Arabian people and culture, 

but Said characterizes this alliance as merely the cover for European empowerment: "Sacy 

defended the utility and interest of such things as Arabic poetry, but what he was really saying 

was that Arabic poetry had to be properly transformed by the Orientalist before it could begin to 

be appreciated. Even if one does go through the rigors of specialized training, much of the 

description in the poetry will not be accessible to Europeans "who have attained to a higher 

degree of civilization." Yet what we can master is of great value to us as Europeans"192 Sacy was 

the perfect model of the "sympathetic" European; one who advocates for the study and 

accumulation of knowledge on the Orient, but only as a form of cultural utility and domination. 

"In Sacy's pages on Orientalism - as elsewhere in his writing - he speaks of his own work as 

having uncovered, brought to light, rescued a vast amount of obscure matter [...] like all his 

learned contemporaries Sacy considered a learned work a positive addition to an edifice that all 

scholars erected together."193 Sacy was a collector, then, and his collection came at the cost of 

the oriental cultures he professed to defend. Napoleon's expedition to Egypt at the end of the 

eighteenth century was not an endeavor of cultural exchange; no, to Said, Napoleon simply 

pillaged what he found useful, and returned to France. Is Said wrong to critique what he views as 

a false sympathy? It is undeniable that Europeans have accumulated artifacts from across the 
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"Orient," storing them in museums and academic institutions, removed from their intended 

environment. This form of preservation is a symptom of the colonialist mindset.  

The New Age of Colonial Empire: Tocqueville and the 19th Century  

 When the French first began their interactions with the "Orient," it was primarily with an 

academic function; to absorb the knowledge on the indigenous people and culture of a particular 

aspect of the "Orient." This knowledge provided French academics with expertise which allowed 

them to insert themselves into the world of the "Orient." The work of the academic was distinct 

and separate from the Orient; this was not the case during the rise of the French Empire in 

Africa. No longer were the French content with their domination through a cultural exchange; 

France desired territory. During the advent of this new empire in the 19th century, politician and 

intellectual Alexis de Tocqueville commented on France's position in the colonial enterprise. 

Tocqueville was critical of empire, at first. In 1833, just as the French began their expeditions 

into Africa, Tocqueville crafted a short letter that rejected the likelihood of success for 

colonialism. Tocqueville began his letter by explaining that empire, for any nation, is a difficult 

task, but for France, it may even be impossible. Tocqueville said: "even supposing that the 

territory that is to contain the colony has been discovered and that it combines the conditions 

necessary for the success of the enterprise, there still remain the difficulties of execution [...] The 

foremost of all, it must be said, is found in the French genius, which does not appear very 

favorable to colonization."194  Indeed, the French seemed to be adverse to the type of colonialism 

employed by other European nations, like Great Britain or Spain. The work of early French 

colonialists like Sacy, academic in its foundations, contrasts greatly with the military occupation 

 
194Alexis de Tocqueville, Writings on Empire and Slavery. Ed. And trans. Jennifer Pitts (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2000). 1.  



 
 
 

 82 

and domination imposed by other nations. France had tried to emulate the colonial enterprise of 

Great Britain in the Americas; as Tocqueville explained, the French colonies were nowhere near 

as successful. Why? What was it about France that prevented it from colonial success? 

Tocqueville found his answer in the very political culture of France, and the character this 

engendered in its people: “besides, our national character displays a singular mix of domestic 

tendencies and passion for adventure, two things that are equally bad for colonization”195 

Tocqueville explained the domestication of the French as such: “It is almost impossible to 

convince the poor and honest population of our countryside to leave their homeland to seek their 

fortune. The peasant is less afraid of misery in his birthplace than of the risks and rigors of 

distant exile. But it is only with men of that sort that the core of a good colony can be formed.”196 

If the French were content at home, then they had no reason to leave and settle abroad; this was 

different from the English dissidents who often formed the basis of the British colonial missions. 

Without settlers, a colony was left only with adventures or explores, the sort like Sacy who did 

not desire to integrate with the indigenous people, but rather to exploit or learn. A successful 

colony could not thrive without a sedentary population.   

 Tocqueville detected another problem with French colonialism, emanating from the nation's 

political culture: the bureaucratic state. Bureaucracy was vastly expanded during the French 

Revolution, as those formerly excluded from direct participation in the affairs of state could now 

voice their opinions so that their needs and concerns were addressed. Even before the 

Revolution, however, Tocqueville imagined that the French structure of the state was always 

peculiar to others in Europe, in that it reached its hand into everything. This overreach, prompted 
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by centralization, could benefit the mainland provinces of a nation, but when it came to the 

characteristics necessary for a colony to survive and thrive, France would fail: "For several 

centuries, the central government in France has worked constantly to control every decision 

itself; today, we can say that it does not just govern but administers all the separate parts of the 

realm [...] The resulting legal obligations and political habits are not very favorable to the 

foundation, let alone the development, of a colony.”197 Centralization rejected the character of 

independence necessary for a colony; if the colony was reliant on the mainland for everything, it 

would not be able to sustain itself. Colonies needed to be adaptable and crafty; in Tocqueville’s 

perspective, one of the flaws brought on by centralization was the lethargy it could place in the 

population.  

If France failed in the colonial enterprise, it was because it lacked the political culture present in 

other colonial powers; contentment and centralization were essential aspects of the political 

character of France. Tocqueville concluded his letter by stating that “all the great colonizing 

nations exercise this minimal control. But we should note that none of them has centralized the 

government at home.”198 France and the notion of “minimal control” were incompatible.  

 How did the disposition to colonial failure affect France in Algeria? Algeria would 

become one of France’s most important colonies; its character as part of the “Orient” would be 

nearly erased, as it was integrated into the governance of metropolitan France. Before it gained 

its independence, Algeria would be a department within the central government of France; this 

was an unusual situation in other colonial powers; almost all colonies were dominated from 
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above through occupation or oppression. The very fact that Algeria was so closely integrated into 

mainland France speaks to the characteristic of centralization which Tocqueville discussed; this 

centralization initially nearly made the colony in Algeria a futile effort.  

 In a letter from 1837, Tocqueville argued that the key to France's colonial success lay it is ability 

to learn the culture of indigenous peoples and integrate that knowledge into the governance of 

the colony. At the beginning of the letter, Tocqueville wrote "I take the popular view that in 

order to inform others about something, it is useful to know it oneself and that to know 

something well, it is not useless to have seen it. So I do not pride myself on not having been to 

Africa."199 At this point, Tocqueville had not been to Algeria, but he was commenting on the 

troubles of the colonial mission more from a French perspective than an Algerian one. 

Tocqueville learned a great deal about the history of Algeria before France’s expedition there; he 

was interested to understand the nature of the relationship of governance and power in Algeria. 

Tocqueville described the character of each of the distinct groups present in Algeria: “I must tell 

you, sir, what were the Turks’ principles and methods of government. This is necessary in order 

to understand everything that has happened since we took their place. The Turks, the greatest 

number of whom lived in Algiers, formed a militia there that, although not numerous, was very 

brave, quite turbulent, and had the right to choose the head of government. Most of the civil and 

all the military functionaries were taken from this group.”200 He continued, saying “this is how it 

was, then: in the mountains were the Kabyles, more or less independent; in the plains the Arabs, 

quite incompletely subordinated; in the towns, the Turks and the coulouglis and a mixed 
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population without any fixed character”201 The French had very little idea of Algeria before they 

invaded; the academic expertise of the “Orient” that those like Sacy possessed was not utilized in 

the new colonial missions. In their ignorance, France destroyed the established governing 

institutions in Algeria, and in doing so, had no way of knowing how to replace these institutions. 

As Tocqueville argued in his previous letter, the centralized nature of France was incompatible 

with colonial governance; the disastrous state of affairs in the early years of French Algeria 

proved Tocqueville correct. The French invasion and military conquest placed Algeria in a 

precarious position: “once the Turkish government was destroyed, with no substitute to replace 

it, the country, which could no longer run itself, fell into appalling anarchy [...] People 

sometimes submit to humiliation, to tyranny, to conquest, but they never endure anarchy for 

long. There is no people so barbarous that it escapes this general law of humanity.”202 What was 

Tocqueville's solution to the problems faced by the colonial mission? Simply, that the French 

must start over, and not through military conquest, but enlightened governance.  

The French had inadvertently brought anarchy to Algeria, but they also had the tools to 

destroy such anarchy. How could France change course? Primarily, through an integration of the 

knowledge learned during the expedition: “It can be said in just a few words that to the extent 

that our civilization permitted it, we simply should have put ourselves in the place of the 

defeated; that far from trying to substitute our administrative practices for theirs from the start, 

we should for a time have bent to their ways, preserved the political delimitations, taken on the 

fallen government’s officials, accepted its traditions and guarded its practices.”203 To rule a 
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people, you must know them; Tocqueville would have agreed with this sentiment, and more than 

understand, you must respect the people you mean to rule. When the French destroyed the 

previous institutions that existed in Algeria, they simply wanted to transplant the French political 

character to their new colony. Tocqueville knew that Algeria could thrive as part of France, but 

only so long as “in Algeria as elsewhere, the great task of a new government is not to create what 

does not exist at all, but to use what does exist.”204 Tocqueville emphasized that the character of 

France was not the character of Algeria: “above all, in Algeria we must take care to give up this 

taste for uniformity that torments us, and to realize that it would be as dangerous as it is absurd to 

apply the same laws to different beings.”205 Tocqueville, therefore, argued against equality in the 

governance of an empire; he understood that the only way it could succeed was through a policy 

of equity. The equity proposed by Tocqueville contrasts greatly with the domination perceived 

by Said.  

The Misconception: “mission civilisatrice”  

The history of European colonialism is complicated; it was not a monolithic project, and 

it was fraught with both successes and failures. Is there an academic consensus on Said's theories 

of colonialism? While Said sees the Enlightenment and the eighteenth century as the beginning 

of colonialism based on eurocentrism, Daniel Gordon, in his piece entitled "Civilization" and the 

Self-Critical Tradition," argues that it was from the Enlightenment itself that we can find 

resistance to eurocentric colonialism. It does not necessarily refute Said's claims of 
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accumulation, but where Said is cynical of European intentions, Gordon is open to the 

ideological honesty of purported "orientalists."  

Post-colonists often refer to the notion of Europe’s “mission civilisatrice" (Said speaks of 

it often); the "Orient" was vulgar, Europeans thought, and so a vulgar people have to be 

reacculutered in the model of European Civilization. In the discussion of colonialism, civilization 

has become a loaded term; it references what Said considered the disingenuous European 

interactions with the Orient. While Europeans claimed to promote the cultural exchange of their 

civilization, post-colonists believe it was simply a cover in European domination. Was 

"civilization" actually evoked for colonialism, as post-colonists suggest? Or, was the notion of 

civilization used by European intellectuals as a form of academic comparison? Daniel Gordon is 

critical of the post-colonial attack on "civilization." Firstly, what does civilization even mean? 

According to Gordon, "from its inception, the term functioned as a tool for highlighting the 

achievements of one's society and for putting it on trial."206 Post-colonialists have used the term 

to embody the notion of European superiority and stewardship that Said theorized; this was not 

how the term was used during the rise of modern colonialism. The Enlightenment was a 

transformative moment for the intellectual thought of Europe; it was a period filled with criticism 

and praise of the successes and pitfalls of European civilization. Similarly to Said, Gordon relies 

on the writings of french intellectuals, but these writings were not monolithic in their approach to 

European civilization. On the origins of the term civilization, Gordon says "the first person to use 

the word "civilization," the eighteenth-century French economist, Mirabeau, spoke of "false 

civilization" and "the barbarity of our civilizations."207 Indeed, European academics were using 
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an ideal notion of civilization to critique the one inadequate one that inhabited reality. There is 

nothing colonist about observing one's civilization; the problem comes about when a notion of 

superiority, based on "civilization", is presented to dominate a people. Europe alone did not craft 

a worthwhile civilization; even as colonialism took hold, those who were purported euro-

centrists by post-colonialists saw the benefit of culture study and exchange: "Even more than 

academic anthropologists in Paris, colonial administrators forged the viewpoint that natives had 

valuable "civilizations" of their own. Between the two world wars, these ethnographically 

oriented colonialists advanced the hope for cultural exchange and the creation of a new 

multicultural personality type. To be sure, they envisioned this process as taking place under 

European oversight."208 Europe did not necessarily want to oversee this process because of its 

perceived superiority with the colonized, but simply because it could oversee such an endeavor. 

When French revolutionaries dreamed of a universal republic in 1790, It was not because France 

was inherently superior to others, but on the basis that it could free others from the shackles of 

tyranny. "Orientalism" and "Civilization" can be viewed in a similar sense.  

The Contemporary Position of Empire?  

Was superiority an essential aspect of colonialism? Post-colonialists believe so, but 

french intellectuals made the case that even if Europeans were somehow superior (an 

immeasurable value), it would not change the importance of positive exposure to cultural 

exchange. Said decried cultural exchange as “orientalism” because he equated it to inequality 

and domination, but as Gordon clarifies, modern french intellectuals like Roger Caillois “took 

equality to be a value whose meaning does not hinge on scientific conclusions. The concept of 
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equality has a force of its own; it would be compelling even if there were fundamental 

differences among human groups.”209 Tocqueville did not seem to believe that the superior 

french character allowed for the imposition of oppression; quite the opposite, he believed that 

mixing of cultures was necessary for any non-native government to succeed. Mixing of the sort 

Tocqueville envisioned could not be imposed from above; it had to be embraced from below. So, 

did the spirit of sympathetic cultural exchange and equality work to undermine notions of racial 

superiority? The scholarship on this topic should be expanded, as it seems to be lacking. How did 

people in the West, who were part of the civilization that imposed foreign rule, go about resisting 

and criticizing that very civilization?  

Resistance to colonialism is a testament to European intellectualism of the Enlightenment 

and beyond, and it should be given more attention in post-colonial discussions. For all the 

wrongs that Europeans did in their colonial endeavors, the work of Sacy and other "orientalists" 

opened up a deeper study into the non-European world; this is significant, as it lends some 

agency to colonized people even when they were dominated by foreign rule. The historiography 

of colonialism has been dominated by a one-sided approach; with Edward Said at the forefront of 

post-colonial scholarship, it is hardly surprising that so many subscribed to his exceptional 

analysis. However, this one-sidedness has left the field with a gap in scholarship; is the 

accumulation of knowledge in cultural exchange wrong? How was this exchange used to support 

or subvert colonialism? Should societies support cultural exchange if it inevitably leads to the 

imposition of foreign rule, and is this form of colonialism particular to the West? Although many 

important questions are still to be explored, the scholarship of colonialism has helped to 

 
209 Gordon, “Civilization”, 111.  



 
 
 

 90 

complicate notions of cultural exchange, specifically in that it challenges the scientific notion of 

a superior culture, Western or otherwise. Tocqueville argued that not all people are the same; he 

did not mean this to be taken as a way to perpetuate colonial oppression but to explain the 

functional differences between one nation and another. This dichotomy, between colonial 

oppression or functionary efficiency, is an important distinction; "by the 1950s, however, 

Caillois no longer believed that appreciating other civilizations precluded highlighting valuable 

features of Western civilization. Caillois expressed agreement with Lévi-Strauss that the West is 

not absolutely superior. There is no process of evolution that subsumes all civilizations; hence, 

none is definitively ahead of the others. Civilizations, according to Caillois, are "concurrent," not 

part of a linear sequence."210  
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