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3. How do you wish you could change your 
field of study?

I get curious anytime I see studies of war and 
its practitioners that examine questions about 
human behavior, motivations, and experienc-
es that transcend strictly defined military 
parameters.

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now?

As historians, we are trained to ask questions 
about our sources. I was surprised how much 
the process of engaging with my sources made 
me question my questions. Many of the ques-
tions I ultimately asked in this book were very 
different from the ones I pursued when I first 
embarked on this project.

“I became a historian for my love of storytelling.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
ALEXANDRA LOHSE
author of Prevail Until the Bitter End

1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

I became a historian for my love of storytell-
ing, and I am most interested in the stories of 
ordinary people under extraordinary circum-
stances. “Listening in” on ordinary Germans 
as they told their own stories of the war was 
a confounding and enlightening experience. 





FOR INFORMATION SECURITY, 
WHAT WAS OLD MUST BECOME 

NEW AGAIN
by Andrew J. Stewart

The modern world is mired in failures of information security.

Criminals use malicious software known as “ransomware” 
to encrypt files and then demand payment for decrypting 
them. A panoply of organizations have suffered ransomware 
attacks, including hospitals, state and local governments, and 
major commercial companies.

In what is referred to as a “supply chain attack,” hackers target 
a supplier such as a software vendor in order to compromise 
the customers of that supplier. Nation-states such as Russia 
and China have employed supply chain attacks to carry out 
espionage.

Why do such endemic failures of information security exist, 
and how can they be addressed?

The Present is a Product of the Past
Information security is a fast-moving field, and it is easy to be carried along by the wave of 
new security vulnerabilities, new hacking techniques, and new data breaches. There are also 

powerful incentives within the commercial markets 
that push people and organizations to focus on the 
latest threat du jour.

The unfortunate result is that considerable time 
and effort is spent on mitigating symptoms when it 
would be better to address the underlying causes.

Today’s security failures have deep roots that stretch back several decades into the past. The 
effect of decisions made at the very birth of computing affect us today.

It is only by confronting these root causes that information security can be fundamentally im-
proved, and to accomplish this requires an understanding of how they came to exist.

Nation states such as Russia 
and China have employed 

supply-chain attacks to carry 
out espionage.
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The History of Information Security
A Vulnerable System: The History of Information Security in the Computer Age delivers a long 
view of the history of information security, beginning with the creation of the first digital com-
puters.

The book describes the history of information security as it unfolds alongside the history of 
computing itself. The creation of the first multi-us-
er computers, the first programming languages, the 
internet, and the world wide web, all had profound 
effects on our ability to deliver the security of infor-
mation.

The development of important disciplines within the field of information security are also de-
tailed, such as software security, usable security, and the economics of security. These disciplines 
emerged as a result of the shifting landscape of computing.

This historical approach reveals that much of modern-day thinking takes place in a strange 
ahistorical vacuum.  It is not therefore an imperfect understanding of the present that limits us, 
but rather an incomplete understanding of the past.

Wittgenstein describes how the limits of our language create the limits of our world. In order 
for there to be meaningful progress in information security, our language—meaning our under-
standing—must now encompass our history.

Today’s security failures have 
deep roots that stretch back 

several decades into the past.
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1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

There’s a story that’s hilarious to me, about 
Col. Everest Riccioni going to give a briefing 
to General John Meyer, the Vice Chief of Staff 
of the Air Force at the time, and one of the top 
aces from World War II. Against the advice 
of other staff officers, immediately after the 
briefing started, Riccioni implied that Meyer 
didn’t know anything about air-to-air combat 
and was promptly thrown out of the office. 
Riccioni and his “fighter mafia” allies were 
passionate about their causes, which worked 
both for and against them sometimes.

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now?

When I started, I had never heard of Col. John 
Boyd and had no idea how much of a lightning 
rod he was in Air Force history. I’ve come to 
find out just how much some people love him 
and others despise him. I had no idea I was 
tackling such a divisive topic. He’s very im-
portant and he is loved for a reason, but I also 
think it’s a good time to reevaluate him, which 
is something I try to do—placing Boyd in a 
larger context and giving a new perspective 
on his career.

3. How do you wish you could change your 
field of study?

The most important thing is to continue to ask 
new and interesting questions about the past 
to help us understand ourselves. The field has 
been doing that well in two main ways that I 
hope to help it continue in: First, bringing in 
a more diverse group of scholars. There are 
more women and people of color in the field 
than ever before, although there’s much room 
to grow there. Secondly, broadening the topics 
we look at and connecting/collaborating with 
more fields, like histories of technology, sociol-
ogy, culture, international relations, politics, 
economics, and many more.

“Riccioni implied that Meyer 
didn’t know anything about 
air-to-air combat and was 

promptly thrown our of the 
office.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
MICHAEL W. HANKINS
author of Flying Camelot



THE FORGOTTEN HISTORY OF 
SLAVERY IN NEW YORK

by Andrea C. Mosterman

When discussing slavery in Dutch New York, I am often asked why so little of this history is 
taught in schools or at historic sites. Most Americans know very little about US slavery or that 
it extended far beyond the southern cotton plantations. The 
US North is often portrayed as a safe haven for enslaved 
Southerners, when in reality New York did not abolish slavery 
fully until 1827, only 34 years before the Civil War began.

While there are a concerted efforts by, among others, Slavers 
of New York, historic sites like Philipsburg Manor, and the 
New York State Office of Parks, Recreation & Historic Pres-
ervation to bring more attention to this history, New York’s 
slavery past is still relatively unknown.

Dutch slavery in New York began not long after the first Af-
ricans were brought to Virginia in 1619. As early as 1628, the 
Dutch West India Company put enslaved Africans to work 
in its colony of New Netherland, some of them laboring in chain gangs. In 1664, the Dutch 
lost the colony to the English, but that was not the end of slavery or Dutch slaveholding in 
the region. In fact, the number of individuals who relied on the labor of enslaved peoples in-
creased during the eighteenth century. With this expansion of slavery came more emphasis on 

limiting the movements and activities of enslaved 
New Yorkers. Through legislation white New York-
ers prohibited enslaved people to trade, travel, or 
purchase alcohol without permission. Within their 
homes, New York’s enslavers restricted the people 
they enslaved to back rooms, cellars, attics, and 
garret spaces. In all of these spaces, enslavers used 
systems of control necessary to hold people in 

bondage.

As elsewhere, racist ideologies proved integral to sustaining racial slavery. One document 
reveals the deep-seated racism of a Kings County–now Brooklyn–community. When in 1788 
Dutch Reformed Church minister Peter Lowe received a request from a group of Black men 
who wanted to become full members in the church, congregants objected to admitting the men 

Within their homes, New 
York’s enslavers restricted the 
people they enslaved to back 

rooms, cellars, attics, and 
garret spaces.
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because, they claimed among others, Black people “have no souls,” “they are descendants from 
Ham, or the treacherous Gibeonites,” and “they are a species very different from us—witness 
their nauseous sweat, complexion, and manners &c, I cannot endure them near me. I would be 
asham’d to commune with them.”[1] At the time of their objections, close to 75 percent of the 
free, white Kings County families enslaved people within their home.

Enslaved New Yorkers resisted their bondage through 
everyday resistance and outright rebellion. Enslaved 
men, women, and children found ways to escape sur-
veillance and control in private and public spaces by 
developing alternative ways of knowing and navigat-
ing these spaces. Many fled the homes in which they 
were enslaved, and some of them revolted, as was the case when in 1712 enslaved New Yorkers 
killed nine white residents of the city of New York.

Recent challenges to teaching US slavery threaten attempts to bring this history to the wid-
er public. Such opposition has been especially evident in the pushback against The New York 
Times Magazine 1619 Project, developed by Nikole Hannah-Jones. Since its publication two 
years ago, the 1619 Project has been widely celebrated and extensively criticized. In some cases, 
it has become a target of Republican lawmakers like Senator Tom Cotton of Arkansas, who have 
embraced opposition to critical race theory and the teaching of America’s difficult histories. Yet, 
the history of US slavery is still not well-understood by most Americans, or perhaps it is because 
much of this history remains unknown that such opposition to teaching it has been so effective.

Close to 75 percent of the free, 
white Kings County families 
enslaved people within their 

home.
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Welcome to 1869, The Cornell University Press Podcast. I’m Jonathan 
Hall. This episode we speak with Carl Weinberg, author of Red Dynamite: 
Creationism, Culture Wars, and Anticommunism in America. Carl is Ad-
junct Associate Professor of History and Senior Lecturer in the College 
of Arts and Sciences at Indiana University Bloomington. He is also the 
author of Labor, Loyalty and Rebellion from Southern Illinois University 
Press. We spoke to Carl about the very real and hidden labor and socialist 
history of John Scopes of the famous Scopes Monkey Trial; why there’s a 
rational kernel of truth behind Christian conservatives linking the theory 
of evolution with communism; and why Christian conservatives’ main 
argument against evolution has always been more about its potential im-
pacts on society, rather than the actual science of biology itself. Hello, 
Karl, welcome to the podcast. 

Hey, Jonathan, glad to be here.

Well, we’re very excited about your new book, Red Dynamite: Creation-
ism, Culture Wars, and Anticommunism in America. It’s available now 
in an affordable paperback and also available as a free download from our 
website, as well as other vendors, you can just click on the free download 
button and you can download a PDF or EPUB and read it right now. So 
we’re really excited about that. So that in mind, we were curious to know 
how you got interested in this topic and the backstory to this book?

Sure, that’s a great question because I did not study evolutionary biology, 
in college or graduate school, nor did I focus very much on religion or 
intellectual history. But through various means I ended up in this field. 
So a couple of things come to mind. First of all, when I was right out of 
college, I one day happened into the militant bookstore in Washington, 
DC, where they were selling Pathfinder books published by the Socialist 
Workers Party, but also a various books on evolutionary science. And one 
was by Stephen Jay Gould, the very well known paleontologist and de-
fender of evolutionary biology in the culture wars. And I bought his book 
ever since Darwin and still have it. And one thing that whole experience 
taught me is that there are communists and socialists out there promot-
ing evolutionary science. Now, I have to say, another thread that led me to 
the book was my dissertation research on Illinois labor history, in which 
I came across some colorful characters, anti socialist activists in Illinois 
who would chase around socialists from town to town, when they were 
campaigning, one of the moves guy named David Goldstein, who be-
came a convert to Catholicism. rather conservative one, he was a former 
socialist and became an anti socialist activist. And in his autobiography, 
he explained that he turned away from socialism when he read Frederick 
Engels, origin of the family private property in the state, in which angles 
openly embrace an evolutionary explanation for human history, and that 
we had ape ancestors which Goldstein found horrifying. And then the 
the most immediate spark to the book was I was teaching at North Geor-
gia College in Delano, Georgia. And in 2002, Cobb County, not too far 
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from where I was teaching in the suburbs of Atlanta, issued a new policy, 
the school board issued a new policy that required a disclaimer sticker on 
all biology textbooks that explained that evolution is a theory not a fact. 
And therefore, it should be carefully considered and approached with an 
open mind. This was, of course, inspired by creationist activists by anti 
evolution activists, and the school board adopted this and it ended up in 
a lawsuit. So when this controversy broke up, I decided it would be really 
interesting to teach a course to trace the history of this controversy. And 
thankfully, the chair of the history department where I was teaching, gave 
me permission to create this course. And I called it the history of evolu-
tionary science. And in the course, I was able to have as guest speakers, 
both Jeffrey Selman, the plaintiff in the lawsuit against Cobb County, and 
a parent who was supporting the school board. They didn’t want to be in 
the classroom at the same time. They both insisted on that, but my stu-
dents got to hear both sides. And that was really the germ of the project 
that became this book.

Wow, that’s fascinating. Tell us what is Red Dynamite? what the title of 
the book, tell us what you was the term red dynamite where that comes 
from?

Well red dynamite I have to say I borrowed from a chapter title in a book 
by creationist geologists George McCready price. I would consider him 
the godfather of young earth creationism of the kind of creationism we 
see today at say the Creation Museum in Petersburg, Kentucky run by 
Answers in Genesis, which claims that the earth is roughly 6000 years 
old. In the early 20th century, people who believe that were outliers ac-
tually and George McCready Price, who was a geologist, and at least an 
amateur geologist, and a 7/7 Day Adventists published a series of books 
were connected evolutionary science with a variety of social and political 
and moral evil. And one of these books was called the predicament of 
evolution published in 1925, the year of the scopes trial. And in that book, 
he told the story of a socialist activist and Minister, which he was appalled 
at a guy named Luke White, who, believe it or not started a church in New 
York City called The Church of the social revolution. White was arrested 
a number of times for his political activities, and he was also a devout 
evolutionist, and price quoted an interview with white where white said, 
that kind of liberal Christianity that included an openness to evolution-
ary science was social dynamite. Those were book White’s words that 
will blow up the whole apparatus of capitalist civilization. He thought 
that was a positive thing. Needless to say, George McCready Price did 
not. And so when he wrote this book, the predicament of evolution, he 
borrowed from that quote from why he called the chapter read dynamite. 
And the key statement in his chapter that the captures this idea of red dy-
namite and why evolution is so horrible for George McCready Price. And 
then a whole series of figures who followed him in the 20th century, goes 
like this Marxian socialism and the radical criticism of the Bible, are now 
proceeding hand in hand with the doctrine of organic evolution, to break 
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down all those ideas of morality, all those concepts of the sacredness of 
marriage, and of private property on which Western civilization has been 
built during the past 1000 years. So evolution and socialism are march-
ing together to create this hell on earth. And price is warning about this 
in his book, and that suggested to me the title of the book.

That’s great, that’s great. So in the eyes of creationists evolutionary 
thought promotes immoral social, sexual and political behavior. And 
Christians, conservatives have been, for decades been demonizing Dar-
winian thought, believers of evolution, and calling them either satanic 
or communist. And, you know, in the mainstream culture, that’s people 
think that that well, that’s that’s crazy. But you said there’s actually a ra-
tional kernel of truth behind these accusations. Tell us more about that.

Sure, yes, that is one of the major aims of my book is to point out that 
christian conservatives may be propounding conspiracy theories that 
I wouldn’t necessarily agree with. But there is a grain of truth in what 
they’re saying about the connection between communism and evolution-
ism. First, the conspiracy theories, there are a range of them that I cover 
in the book, one of them that was supported for many years by Henry 
Morris, one of the founders of so called Creation Science in the modern 
era, and the founder of the Institute for creation research, which still is 
around today. Morris wrote in a number of books about how the real 
origin of evolutionary thought does not go back to Darwin, but goes back 
much further. And you can find the origin in the story of Nimrod and the 
Tower of Babel, in the book of Genesis, and according to Morris, Nimrod, 
and his minions, built this tower with the idea that man could become 
like God, and this then made him into a figure who was allied with the 
other side, that is Satan. And so the idea is then that, through this pro-
cess, Satan somehow planted seeds of evolutionary thinking. Of course, 
peoples were then scattered all over the world. God punished humanity 
for for aspiring to become like Gods but also Scattered were these vari-
ous evolutionary ideas which initially appeared in mythical origin stories 
that you that that you hear from different cultures around the world. But 
according to Henry Morris, these were infected with evolutionary ideas. 
And he then traced the influence of the satanic elements in evolutionary 
thinking all the way to the 20th century through through Charles Dar-
win who was implicated various conspiracies, and even through Alfred 
Russel Wallace, lesser known but the scientific investigator who came 
up with the idea of natural selection, almost exactly the same time as 
Darwin did, and Darwin freely gave him credit for this. In his book, The 
long war against God, Henry Morris actually makes the argument that 
Satan was present in the East Indies, when Alfred Russel Wallace hit on 
the idea of natural selection. And taking the satanic theme further, in a 
museum that the institute creation research created in San Diego, Cali-
fornia. It’s it’s today in Santee, California, in the suburbs of San Diego, 
there is an exhibit that claims that Karl Marx was a Satanist as well, that’s 
based on a book called marks and Satan, which I talked about in my book 
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by an interesting character named Richard wurmbrand. In any event, 
the creationist have seriously made this, this claim that, that Satan is 
implicated in evolution, and that Marx and Marxist are somehow Satan’s. 
Now, I don’t believe Marx was a Satanist. I don’t believe Satan created 
evolutionary ideas. However, there is one aspect of this which is true and 
and the true part is that Marx, Engels, Lenin, Trotsky, their followers in 
the United States, and in many places around the world, were supporters 
of evolutionary science. That part is true, and it has not gotten much 
attention from scholars. So as an example, in the family of origin of fam-
ily private property in the state by angles, he affirms evolutionary ideas. 
Lenin gave many speeches supporting evolutionary thought, and Leon 
Trotsky, one of the other central leaders of the Bolshevik Revolution, gave 
an interview with Max Eastman, where he explained that when he was in 
prison when Trotsky was in prison in Siberia for revolutionary activities, 
he read Darwin and Darwin, quote, destroyed the last of my ideological 
prejudices against Marxism. And Darwin, Trotsky told Eastman that Dar-
win stood for me like a mighty doorkeeper at the entrance to the temple 
of the universe. I always love that, that statement from Trotsky captures a 
lot and creationists have quoted it to for for opposite reasons. And I can 
add a few other things to this in the American socialist movement in the 
early 20th century. lesser known figures like Arthur Morell Lewis, who I 
write about in my book, who was working class himself. Louis spoke to 
workers in large overflow meetings in Chicago about Darwin’s ideas and 
about evolutionary science, he was selling evolution to the masses. So 
there was this real campaign by socialists and communists to spread evo-
lutionary ideas. And so christian conservatives are not making that up.

That’s fascinating. Yeah, I mean, it’s you hear that famous quote from 
Marx, who I’m sure probably pulled it from someone else, but that reli-
gion is the opium of the masses. So this is, seems to be part of the culture 
wars of science versus religion. And the the communists were taking 
aside the side of science, you know, the new scientific man, ideas like 
this, I can see how this would be a call to war for christian conservatives. 
And your book details a lot of these battles. I thought it was interesting in 
the very beginning, you focus on the Scopes Monkey Trial, and how they 
went after Thomas Scopes, the father, and then John Scopes, who was in 
the trial, as rabid socialists, and there was that I don’t know if they were 
rabid, but they certainly were in the socialist spectrum. So it fit really very 
well into that narrative. Tell us tell us more of what you uncovered with 
the Scopes Monkey Trial.

Yeah, indeed, I had not originally planned to start the book with the 
scopes trial. But I was asked to do something on that by the series ed-
itors at Cornell and I’m so glad that asked me because I ended up dis-
covering a whole dimension of the background to the scopes trial that 
most people have never heard about. Well, it’s certainly been noted by 
scholars that kind of scopes, john scopes. His father was a socialist and 
a labor organizer, but the full story hasn’t been told. And I looked a bit 
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into that. I mean, he was really a central activist in the, in the Socialist 
Party in the Midwest. And he, he knew all the major figures in the party 
people like Eugene Debs, he introduced Eugene Debs, on the stage when 
a Debs came through town he was living in he organized he was the 
organizer, the branch of the party, in a number of places. And he arrived 
with several books under his arm, one of which was Darwin’s on the or-
igin species. And so socialism and evolutionism ran in the family. John 
Scopes is often portrayed as a kind of hapless, naive victim of circum-
stances in Dayton, Tennessee. But it turns out that his upbringing was 
highly relevant. The fact that his father was an evolutionist, a socialist, a 
labor organizer, all those things were relevant. The other piece concerns 
Dayton, Tennessee itself, which normally is simply a placeholder for a 
southern town that wants to get some attention to boost business. And 
that’s all we really learned about. But it turned out that Dayton, Tennes-
see itself was an industrial boom town based on coal mining for the steel 
industry. Their coal mines, were powered by investments from English 
industrialists, who poured millions of dollars into developing this part 
of the country, part of the New South that people learn about when they 
study American history. And what that meant as well was that Dayton, 
Tennessee, featured class conflicts that we’ve seen all over the country, 
whenever there are mining towns and coal miners risking their lives to 
dig coal and dynamite coal out of the earth, that you’re going to get con-
flict. And in fact, that happened there as well. There were a whole series 
of strikes in the 1890s and early 20th century, the United Mine Workers 
of America union local was formed in Dayton and the Dayton miners 
were very much in support of a, a widespread revolt by East Tennessee 
miners against the convict lease system that existed in Tennessee, the 
state of Tennessee had after the Civil War, when slavery was no longer 
illegal. The mine owners had gotten the state to agree to a system where 
those who were imprisoned could be leased out to the mine owners for 
a fee, and the miners would be paid nothing. They were predominantly 
African American, although not entirely so. And this became a kind of 
continuation of, of slavery immensely profitable for the Mayan owners. 
It also served to divide workers so that primarily white coal miners and 
black miners were set against each other. And so the union movement 
took this up as an issue and launched the campaign which eventually 
became in some places in armed rebellion against convict lease. Well, 
miners in Dayton, were very aware of this, and they actually signed a 
petition in support of this campaign. And so what you start to see is that 
Dayton, and the scopes family are part of this whole world of industrial 
capitalism of labor revolt, and a really big moral questions posed about 
what kind of society do we want to live in. And to me, this is the proper 
background for the trial, rather than an isolated sleepy town in which 
all people are mindlessly supportive of fundamentalism, and really don’t 
know anything else that’s going on in the world. It’s an entirely different 
picture. And especially if you have a basic knowledge of the of the of the 
trap, as so many of you will have, by the movie, Inherit the Wind, which 
really accentuates all these features. So once you start to understand the 



true context, the trial then the rest of my book, which address continually 
addresses these issues of the relationship between the fighter revolution 
with basic questions of power relations in society, and labor and revolt 
and all the rest, that that connection makes much more sense.

Interesting. Interesting. Yeah. So what you’re saying is that the central 
question is, what kind of society do we want to live in, and that’s where 
the attacks are coming from. And the arguments and essential premise 
of the creationist standpoint is that ideas have consequences for the fu-
ture of our society. Tell us the evolution of this idea that it is the word 
evolution in the wrong context. But tell us the evolution of this idea and 
how prevalent this view is today in the year. 2021.

Yeah, I would say, and I say this in the book, that the main concern cre-
ationist has always been social evolution, not biological evolution. That 
is the idea that morality can evolve and our moral standards can change 
over time that’s most disturbing, to creationists and to christian conser-
vatives. The idea is that evolution undermines a belief in God and there-
by undermines the idea of eternal stable moral codes. Because if you 
don’t have the Bible, and God as the anchor for those codes, you have 
nothing. As a result, a christian conservatives say anything goes. And 
when they say anything goes in there, there are two sides to that, which 
I could summarize by sex and death, or sex and violence, the kinds of 
evils they say, flow from an evolutionary way of thinking. Another way of 
summarizing this idea is, if you teach people that they descended from 
animals, they’ll act like animals. And to your question about To what 
extent this idea is still prevalent today, I would point to a piece Answers 
in Genesis published in 2011, where they say that today we’re seeing the 
consequences of evolutionary teaching. When you teach generation after 
generation of children, they’re nothing more than evolved animals, why 
should it surprise us that they begin to act like animals, and then they 
give examples of the kinds of behavior they see as evolution inspired, or 
in my book, I talk about animalistic behavior, or beastial behavior, which 
are terms that continue continually come up and the cover the lovely 
cover of the book that Cornell did, with a scary looking gorilla very pow-
erfully conveys the the horror of this beast chill behavior that christian 
conservatives have been learning about. So Answers in Genesis points to 
things like school violence, lawlessness, homosexual behavior, pornogra-
phy, abortion, and as they say, quote, many other destructive behaviors. 
So they found a way to make this ideas have consequences, concept very 
relevant to ordinary people’s lives. And that’s one of the points that I 
make in the book is that this way of arguing you could describe it as 
moral consequentialism. That is, you judge things by their effects, by 
their practical effect. It’s, weirdly is a kind of pragmatist idea. And that’s 
odd, because one of the people they demonize, they are one of the people 
they’ve demonized. Over the years, John Dewey, of the great pragmatists, 
who also had some sympathy for socialism. So they, they tend to include 
them in that same net, with communists, and socialists, any of that. The 
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idea then is that you judge ideas by their practical effects. And so, one 
example from history that I include in the book and there’s a nice political 
cartoon in chapter three about this, it shows a monkey in a tree, and the 
monkey says, I refuse to claim a blood relationship with such people, 
such people being humans. Evolution is the bunk, the things the monkey 
attributes to evolution are a reflection of the ideas of Gerald wind rod, 
one of the best known creationists the 1920s. And the things that things 
that when rod attributes evolution include murder, divorce, crime, war, 
gangsterism Bolshevism, what the parties, not exactly sure what they are, 
but I think we get the idea. And greed and bootlegging. So there’s a again, 
there’s a real populist task to this idea of ideas have consequences. And 
any number of times in the creationist literature and I point this out in 
the book, we get a rhetorical move where creationists will spend a lot of 
pages talking about the alleged inadequacies of evolutionary science. Or 
they’ll talk about how evolutionary science contradicts the book of Gen-
esis. But if they’re but they also are aware that their own followers and 
readers may not want to spend a lot of time reading about the intricacies 
of biology and they also may not be biblical experts. But your ordinary 
person does know about murder, divorce crime, war, gangsterism, etc. So 
that way of thinking that ideas have consequences strategy, which is real-
ly the frame for the whole book gives them the ability to talk to ordinary 
people in a compelling way.

Well, you’ve done a great service by bringing this information to the 
Academy to scholarship in the spirit of further understanding yet when 
it once you read The the rationale behind this critiques of evolution and 
thought evolutionary thought it makes sense yeah, like we would the the 
culture wars make sense that that both sides you know as a species not 
to go down the road of evolution but as a species we we are tribal in 
nature and it’s, it’s easy for us to to find an other to put problems of of 
humanity onto and both sides are multiple sides point the finger at some 
bigger cause that that needs to be reckoned with or part of some larger 
war of good versus evil. And you able to flesh out the argument from 
creation aside in a way that’s understandable to people and and reduces 
the amount of tension between this, this ongoing battle of ideas. And the 
more we can, you know, put walk in someone else’s shoes, the easier we 
can live together rather than say this is either my way or the highway or 
this. It’s us versus them. Your your book brings understanding to this 
topic in a way I haven’t seen before. And so I want to thank you for writ-
ing this book and bringing this information to light.

Well, you’re very welcome. And I certainly hope that it helps people think 
through what we’re really facing here. And I would add to what you said 
that I personally think that deep conflicts will continue. But if we start to 
understand that where the creationists are coming from here is really a 
concern about the world they’re living in. Yeah, even though they may, 
they may talk primarily in terms of the Scripture, or may claim that evo-
lutionary science is bad science. But anybody who studies science seri-
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ously knows that’s not credible. It’s not to say that evolutionary science is 
perfect. But But, but their critiques are not scientifically serious. But what 
but what we, what we all have in common is that we care about the world 
we live in. Yeah. And they’re the issues that they’re concerned about are 
tough issues, the cultural issues of gay rights, gay marriage, transgen-
derism, abortion rights, but they’re also things that deal with this world 
we’re living in, which gives us potential basis for for progress. They that 
understanding that makes me more optimistic about eventually resolv-
ing this conflict in a positive way.

That’s good. That’s good to hear. That’s what I’m hopeful that we can 
diagnose the problem and come up with some potential solutions. So 
that’s that’s what we want. So I again, want to thank you for coming on 
to the podcast and discussing your new book, Red Dynamite, creationism, 
culture wars and anti communism and America. It’s been a fascinating talk. 
And I encourage anyone listening to there’s a, as I said earlier, there’s an 
affordable paperback but there’s also a free version of this book that you 
can just go to our website, download it, start reading it right now. So we 
encourage you to do that. Carl is a pleasure talking with you.

It was a pleasure being here. Thanks for having me on.

Thank you. That was Carl Weinberg, author of Red Dynamite: Creation-
ism, Culture Wars, and Anticommunism in America. Follow Carl on twitter 
@Euclid585. 
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TORGSIN AND STALIN’S
QUEST FOR GOLD

by Elena Osokina

At the end of the 1920s, the USSR, under Stalin’s leadership, launched an ambitious industrial-
ization project while having no gold and currency reserves. The government feverishly sought 
gold to pay the tremendous foreign debts acquired to pur-
chase foreign equipment, materials, the aid of specialists, and 
technologies. State-run currency stores called Torgsin (1930-
1936) became one of the major sources of revenues.

Initially, only foreigners were allowed to shop in Torgsin. In 
fact, its name is the Russian acronym for The All-Union Or-
ganization for Trade with Foreigners. However, the acute de-
mand for hard currency forced Stalin to open, in 1931, Torgsin 
stores to Soviet citizens who could purchase food and goods 
in its stores in exchange for tsarist gold coins and objects 
made of precious metals and gemstones, as well as foreign 
monies. After Torgsin opened its doors to Soviet customers 
it began to grow at lightning speed. It was no longer an insig-
nificant trade office with a few stores but had expanded to 1500 stores across the country and 
had special representatives abroad.

How can the rapid growth of Torgsin be explained? It was more than just the regime’s drive 
for gold that contributed to it. Torgsin’s growth to a larger degree was a result of the severe 

food crisis and mass famine in the USSR (1932-
1933). People had no choice but to take their family 
heirlooms to Torgsin. The tragic year of the mass 
famine, 1933, stands out as the period when the 
Soviet people brought to Torgsin almost as much 
gold as was produced by the state gold mining in-
dustry (forty-five tons and 51.3 tons of pure gold, 
respectively)

During its short existence, Torgsin procured valuables worth close to 300 million gold rubles—
the equivalent of 220 tons of pure gold (based on Torgsin’s purchasing prices). This largely 
compensated for the squandered, during the first years of Soviet power, imperial gold treasury, 
substantially supplemented the earnings of stalling Soviet exports, and paid off a significant 

Torgsin was a capitalist enter-
prise of socialist trade. The 

government opened Torgsin 
to Soviet people not to save 
them from starvation but to 

capitalize on the famine.
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portion of the industrial imports of those years.

In its pursuit of gold, the Soviet government in Torgsin rejected sacred postulates of Marxism 
including the principles of class approach, the market-less economy, and state currency monop-
oly that prohibited to use gold and foreign currency as the means of payment within the country. 
Driven by the state’s hunger for gold, Torgsin adver-
tised in the capitalist West, encouraging foreigners to 
purchase goods for their relatives and friends in the 
USSR; and its seaport shops and restaurants operat-
ed semi-legally as brothels, inducing foreign sailors to 
spend hard currency for Soviet industrialization.

Torgsin’s story highlights the complexity and contradictions of Stalinism. Torgsin was a capitalist 
enterprise of socialist trade. The government opened Torgsin to Soviet people not to save them 
from starvation but to capitalize on the famine. The prices Torgsin paid to people for their valu-
ables were substantially below world market prices while its sale prices for food and goods on 
average were more than three times higher than the Soviet export prices. Torgsin’s sale prices 
for food reached their peak during the winter of 1933—the apogee of the famine when millions 
were dying from hunger in the USSR.

Examining Torgsin from multiple perspectives—economic expediency, state and police surveil-
lance, consumerism, interior design, and personnel—Stalin’s Quest for Gold transforms the ste-
reotypical views of Soviet economy and enriches our understanding of Stalinism and everyday 
life in Soviet Russia.

In its pursuit of gold, the 
Soviet government in Torgsin 
rejected sacred postulates of 

Marxism.



1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

One of my favorite anecdotes from my re-
search for this book occurred at the Central 
Historical National Archives in Bucharest. 
Many Romanians have an aversion to A/C 
because of a folk believe that a draft can make 
you ill: toothaches, back pain, and even death 
are attributed to the dreaded curent. The ar-
chive usually left windows open to help with 
summer heat, but on one hot day, an archivist 
came into the reading room and said she had 
to turn on the wall A/C unit. While half the 
researchers immediately got up and rushed to 
the other side of the room, I sat right under-
neath it.

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now?

When I first started on this project, it was 
more about the experience than the motivation 
of the Romanian soldier on the eastern front. 
Therefore, some of my early oral interviews 
with veterans of the Second World War in Ro-
mania did not focus on the question of why 
they fought. I never had a chance to reinter-
view these men, and most are now no longer 
with us. Nevertheless, it was these early inter-
views that prompted me to reconsider and take 
a closer look at the motivation of Romanian 
soldiers because of what they told me. 

3. How do you wish you could change your 
field of study?

There is a valid criticism of military history 
being Euro-centric, however, this requires a 
caveat. Military history has focused on West-
ern Europe, except for Russia or the USSR, 
which attracted greater attention due to the 
Cold War priority of knowing one’s enemy. 
Lack of access to archives, language barri-
ers, and a certain amount of dismissiveness 
contributed to much less research into the 
military history of the rest of Eastern Europe. 
I hope that my work demonstrates that there 
is still much valuable and interesting military 
history to be uncovered in these overlooked 
countries in Eastern Europe.

“There is a valid criticism of 
military history being

Euro-centric.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
GRANT T. HARWARD
author of Romania’s Holy War
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Grace Bumbry glittered in gold. The African 
American soprano glided around the set of  the Bayreuth Festival Theatre, 
shimmering under a dim glow of  light filtered through laced netting that 
flooded the stage in gentle waves. Playing the role of  Venus in the nineteenth-
century German composer Richard Wagner’s 1845 opera, Tannhäuser, Bum-
bry sparkled with each turn, embodying the tempting seductress she had 
been cast to perform, singing of  love and lust to an enraptured audience 
of  nearly two thousand listeners, including international dignitaries, high-
ranking classical musicians, music critics, and socialites.

Built between 1872 and 1876, the Bayreuth Festival Theatre where Bumbry 
sang was a national monument of  sorts, a shrine to the works of  Wagner, and 
every summer pilgrims flocked to the small Bavarian town to hear Wagner’s 
operas performed in the house he had built. But in the summer of  1961, news 
that Wagner’s grandson Wieland Wagner had hired a young Black soprano to 
sing inside Bayreuth’s hallowed halls sent shockwaves across West Germany. 
Prior to her performance that warm July evening, hundreds of  letters of  protest 
had bombarded the opera house, declaring that Bumbry’s presence in Bayreuth 
would have that most “German” of  composers rolling over in his grave.

Bumbry ignored them all. And on the first night of  her appearance, the 
aspiring diva received a thirty-minute standing ovation. Her performance 
earned her international accolades and vaulted her to stardom.

Introduction
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Bumbry’s Bayreuth debut brings to light many different themes in Ger-
man history that were hiding in plain sight. First, it illustrates how German 
audiences’ understandings of  classical music—long heralded as the “most 
German of  the arts”—could shift depending on the political era.1 No com-
poser better symbolized how swiftly listeners could change their positions 
on music than Richard Wagner himself, an ardent anti-Semite and German 
nationalist, whose music Adolf  Hitler later publicly avowed and generously 
supported. After WWII, however, Wagner’s operas came under close scru-
tiny by Allied forces because of  the composer’s perceived proximity to Na-
zism, and many performances of  his operas were either banned outright 
during the early occupation years or strongly discouraged. To bring Wagner 
back from the dead, the Bayreuth Festival Theatre embarked on a rescue 
mission. The music of  Wagner could survive, the administrators believed, if  
given a new set of  tools with which to perform and listen to it. One such tool 
was Grace Bumbry, a soprano with absolutely no experience singing Wagner.

The administration’s insistence on hiring her anyway—and the public’s 
vociferous response to her debut—illuminates another important theme in 
German history: namely, how cultural institutions wrestled with questions 
of  race and racism. Bayreuth’s reclamation of  Wagner through a Black singer 
was not only a bold act of  rehabilitation but also an intentional insistence on 
rejecting the kinds of  racist audiences who extolled the noxious ideologies 
Wagner espoused. Out of  the ashes of  Nazism, they proclaimed, West Ger-
many had risen like a Phoenix to become a democratic society, and Bumbry’s 
performance on Bayreuth’s recently denazified stage was evidence of  a new 
political era of  racial acceptance. Her debut was meant to usher in a vibrant 
new moment in German history.

The initiative was deeply flawed. In order to disengage from a previous 
racial order, Wagner and the opera production team ultimately turned to 
historical myths of  deviant Black female sexuality to transform Bumbry into 
an erotic goddess on stage. Called the “Black Venus” in newspapers and in 
casual conversation, Bumbry quickly came to symbolize earlier representa-
tions of  sexualized Black women in European history, from Sara Baartman 
to Josephine Baker. Bayreuth’s 1961 production illustrates the problems and 
paradoxes of  dislodging a cultural institution from its racist past by relying 
on historical stereotypes of  Black people to do it. But even while Bumbry  
sang in scandalous dress and smeared in glitter, her symbolic significance as 
the vanguard of  a new era could not be shaken.

To see Bumbry as representing a new era in German history, however, 
misses a greater story. Her premiere takes on new meaning when we treat it 
not as the beginning of  something new but rather the product of  almost one 
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hundred years of  Black networking and transatlantic activity. Since at least 
the 1870s, African American classical musicians were involved in the produc-
tion and dissemination of  classical music on German soil.2 Other Black musi-
cians such as Sissieretta Jones, an opera singer who performed in 1890s Ber-
lin, and the contralto Marian Anderson, who lived and performed in 1930s 
Germany and Austria, made Bumbry’s path to stardom a little more feasible.

The fact that audiences persistently viewed Bumbry’s debut as a novelty 
also occludes the most telling fact: Bumbry was not the first Black singer 
to grace the Bayreuth stage. In fact, the Afro-European contralto Luranah 
Aldridge had been invited by the Wagner family to reside with them in 
Bayreuth in the 1890s. Welcomed into the arms of  Cosima Wagner and her 
daughters, Aldridge was supposed to perform as a Valkyrie in Wagner’s Ring 
Cycle before falling ill in 1896.3

Bumbry’s Bayreuth debut takes on greater meaning, then, if  we under-
stand it as one of  many Black performances that caused a listening public 
to work out the ties between music, race, and nation. Performances like 
Bumbry’s were especially powerful because they challenged the deeply en-
trenched notion in German history that Blackness and Germanness were  
discrete categories. Angry protestors against Bumbry’s debut argued that a 
Black musician performing Wagner was paradoxical in nature, thus reinforc-
ing the notion that Germanness was synonymous with whiteness and that 
Black people existed outside of  it. Bumbry’s insistence on singing Wagner 
rejected the sonic and racial boundaries that white German audiences had 
constructed.

Bumbry’s debut is important because it placed a Black musician at the 
center of  a national debate. But her premiere wasn’t the only time a Black 
musician had been called upon to perform this important cultural labor. 
Using documents collected from over thirty archives in Germany, Austria, 
and the United States, this book traces the long history of  Black classical  
musicians—both singers and instrumentalists—from the Americas, the Ca-
ribbean, and Europe who studied and performed in Germany and Austria, 
the musical heartland of  Europe. It narrates this story across the nineteenth  
and twentieth centuries, beginning in the 1870s after the abolition of   
slavery in the United States and German unification and ending in the early  
1960s and the construction of  the Berlin Wall in August 1961, one month af-
ter Bumbry’s debut. It follows Black musicians through every political era in 
modern Germany and Austria, starting with imperial Germany and Austria 
(part 1), the vibrant and volatile 1920s and 1930s (part 2), and the creation of  
three separate political states after 1945 (part 3): Austria, the Federal Repub-
lic of  Germany (FRG), and the German Democratic Republic (GDR).
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What my book demonstrates is that by virtue of  what they performed, 
where they performed, and how they performed it, Black classical musicians 
consistently challenged their audience’s ideas of  Blackness, whiteness, and 
German national identity. White German and Austrian listeners frequently 
assumed that the categories of  Blackness and Germanness were mutually 
exclusive. Yet Black performances of  German music suggested that these 
typologies were not as fixed as listeners had been conditioned to expect. Au-
diences, I demonstrate, oscillated between seeing Black classical musicians 
as rightful heirs and dangerous usurpers of  Austro-German musical culture.

It might seem strange to associate Blackness with German national iden-
tity in performances of  classical music, but it is precisely this strangeness 
I wish to confront. Although we now recognize the long history of  German 
antisemitism, scholars and others have been more reluctant to pay heed to 
Germany and Austria’s Black populations (past and present) and identify anti-
Black racism in Central European history. Since the 1980s, a growing Afro-
German movement, spearheaded by figures such as the Black lesbian feminist 
poet Audre Lorde and the Afro-German poet May Ayim, has called for the 
recognition of  Afro-Germans in society as both Black and German.4 When 
people of  African descent in Central Europe appear in public discourse, they 
are usually described as a post-WWII phenomenon, thus ignoring the long 
history of  Black diasporic migration to Europe over centuries. In general, 
transatlantic discourses of  Black people in Europe explain them as a current 
manifestation of  globalization, as immigrants and outsiders, reinforcing the 
assumption that Black people lack the historical connection to claim Euro-
pean identities or truly be European citizens.5 Afro-Germans, however, have 
been declaring themselves German since at least 1919.6 Many white, German- 
speaking institutions have refused to recognize them for just as long.

Yet musical performances, I argue, had the power to render racial catego-
ries malleable or fluid. Repeatedly, Black classical musicians’ interpretations 
of  “the great masters” suggested to audiences that identities were not stable 
categories passed down genetically but instead were transmutable through 
the very act of  performance. Their performances suggested that cultural 
identities had the power to supplant racial ones and that German national 
identity was something that could be mastered through performance and 
study rather than being inherited biologically through whiteness. In the con-
cert hall or opera house, Black people musically performed both Blackness 
and Europeanness, collapsing the categories of  Blackness and whiteness, 
“foreignness” and Germanness, race and culture.

This book, however, is also a study of  how white audiences then responded 
to those epistemological collapses by shoring up hegemonic boundaries 
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anew on European soil. Musical reception reveals that listeners constantly 
policed the boundaries of  Blackness and whiteness in performance arenas. 
Across political eras and amid competing and even opposing political ideolo-
gies, white German and Austrian audiences consistently participated in the 
practice of  racial listening, one that frequently rendered Blackness alien and 
foreign, as far removed from German culture as possible, even while their 
own ears contradicted that fact. Occasionally, however, music critics recog-
nized the daring possibilities that Black interpretations of  classical music 
performed: German music could be recreated and represented by “outsid-
ers.” In other words, the music of  Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms might be 
discoverable, translatable, and reproducible after all.

Beethoven goes global: musical universalism  
and Black migration

When asked by an American journalist in 1897 if  there was a difference in 
her reception between American and European audiences, Sissieretta Jones 
responded, “Yes, a marked difference. In Europe there is no prejudice against 
my race. It matters not to them in what garb an artist come, so he be an art-
ist . . . It is the artist[’s] soul they look at there, not the color of  his skin.”7 
About a decade later, the African American violinist and recent transplant to 
Europe Clarence Cameron White made the same argument in an interview 
with the African American newspaper the New York Age: “On every side you 
find [that] the European musician and music-lover [sic] as well, realizes that 
music is too broad and too universal to be circumscribed by the complex-
ion of  the skin or texture of  the hair.”8 Both performers turned to power-
ful notions of  classical music’s universality and to myths of  European color 
blindness to explain why they believed Black classical musicians were better 
received in Europe than in the United States.

Their reasons for doing so were not rooted entirely in praise of  European 
culture. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Black classical 
musicians expressed their righteous anger and frustration with the Ameri-
can classical music market, which used extreme measures to exclude them.9 
While many had trained at conservatories of  music such as Oberlin College 
or the New England Conservatory of  Music (NEC) since the late nineteenth 
century, once they stepped off  the podium at graduation they encountered 
constant institutional barriers to their success. Although Americans now 
laud Marian Anderson for breaking the racial barrier at the Metropolitan 
Opera House in 1954, countless Black musicians had been available to sing 
prior to her debut. And where were they to perform?





3. How do you wish you could change your 
field of study?

Fields often seem to ride the waves of what is 
fashionable at any given point. My research 
has always taken me in different, and new, di-
rections.  What happens at the margins—even 
in the remote mountains, as I’ve tried to show 
in this book—can also tell us plenty about the 
past. Also, I’d like to convince readers that 
there are interesting works on the Carpathians 
that do not include discussions of Dracula or 
vampires…

War I ended up incorporating two other 
mountain ranges in vastly different periods 
of time (the Eastern Carpathians in the 1930s 
and the Bieszczady Mountains after World 
War II), not to mention research in additional 
countries and languages. Once I learned that 
the term “discovery” was invoked in all three 
instances, I felt justified to write a book that 
countenanced all three.

arrived by train, the archducal pair apparently 
traveled by automobile. Preparing to depart, 
they were accosted by a Hutsul highlander, 
who hitched a ride with them to the next 
town—the Hutsul absolutely clueless as to 
the identity of his illustrious hosts, much to 
their amusement. This anecdote suggests that 
Hutsuls were hardly intimidated by the low-
land visitors and perhaps even eagerly availed 
themselves of what the modern world brought 
into the Carpathians. 

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now?

I wish I had known how my topic would 
expand and evolve! What began as a Tatra 
Mountain topic in the period before World 

“I’d like to convince readers that there are in-
teresting works on the Carpathians that don’t 
include discussions of Dracula or vampires.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
PATRICE M. DABROWSKI
author of The Carpathians

1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

Finding out what mostly illiterate highland 
peasants thought of the upper-class lowlanders 
who came to vacation in the mountains in the 
distant past was a challenge. I found a tantaliz-
ing trace of a highlander-lowlander encounter 
in a provincial newspaper. It concerned the 
1912 visit to the popular high-altitude resort of 
Jaremcze (Yaremche) of Archduke Charles—
who within the space of several years would 
become the last emperor of Austria-Hunga-
ry—and his wife Zita. While most guests 
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Welcome to 1869, The Cornell University Press podcast. I’m Jonathan 
Hall. This episode we speak with David Wight, author of Oil Money: Mid-
dle East Petrodollars in the Transformation of US Empire 1967-1988. Da-
vid Wight is Visiting Assistant Professor of History at the University of 
North Carolina at Greensboro. We spoke to David about how the sheer 
number of Arab and Iranian petrodollars in the 1970s and 80s inspired 
the interest and even the awe of many Americans; what new and inter-
esting information he uncovered from declassified governmental records 
and popular Arab and Iranian media; and the radical proposal that then 
White House Chief of Staff Donald Rumsfeld made in 1974 for a tru-
ly unique collaboration between the United States and the oil export-
ing countries of the Middle East. Hello, David, welcome to the podcast. 
Thank you for having me. We want to give you a hearty congratulations 
on your new book, Oil Money: Middle East Petrodollars in the Transfor-
mation of US Empire 1967-1988. I was thinking of your book actually, 
just a couple months ago, because I saw that Donald Rumsfeld had just 
passed away back in June. And he actually is featured in the beginning of 
your book. Tell us the story that’s featured in the beginning of your book.

Sure, yeah. I mean, many of the people in this book are at least some 
of them are still alive or recently passed like Donald Rumsfeld. And I 
should just foreground that petrodollars dollars. What I mean by or what 
is meant by petrodollars, is the wealth that is generated the revenues 
that is generated from the sale of oil. So the book is looking at what do 
countries like Saudi Arabia or Iran or Iraq? Do when they start getting 
a lot more money in the 1970s? When the price of oil skyrockets? And 
how does the United States respond to that, and Donald Rumsfeld in 
1974, was Chief of Staff for President Gerald Ford. And he proposed to 
the National Security Council, his idea of how the United States could 
try to steer the flow of these petrodollars in the Arab world in a way that 
would be beneficial to the United States. And what he came up with 
was to propose or offer to the Arab countries, the opportunity to spend 
tens of billions of their Petro dollars on a joint us Arab space program to 
develop a space shuttle that would be jointly manned by American and 
Arab astronauts. And you have to remember that this is in the 1970s. A 
billion dollars was a lot of money back then. But Rumsfeld in the memo 
where he proposes this to the NSC, he’s like, well, they’re just trying to 
find some use for this money, they have so much money coming in, that 
they’re just looking for ways to spend it. And Rumsfeld was convinced 
that this joint project would not just get money back into the United 
States, but that it would have all these sort of beneficial side effects in US 
Arab relations, that this would steer Arab energies in ways that would 
get them closer to the United States rather than being opponents of the 
United States. Through this cooperation in launching a space program, 
you would get person to person ties, governments would be able to sort 
of champion the idea of national pride by going into space rather than 
confronting Israel. He thought that it would modernize Arab societies. 
And he assumed and he states this in the document, he argued that it 
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would be much harder to make reactionaries of a educated technician 
than it would be of a, as he put it a quote unquote, camel herder. And so 
he had all these assumptions of how modernization by using the money 
it would bring a lot of money back into the US economy and to the US 
government, but it would also make the Arab world a better, more stable 
partner for the United States. Now, this project never got taken up by 
anyone. As far as I can tell, Rumsfeld was the only one who was excited 
about this idea. But in many ways, it is in keeping with the spirit of many 
Americans, both in government and in business of what they wanted to 
see the Arab world as well as Iran do with their Petro dollars. They want-
ed to find joint projects that would bring these petrodollars back into the 
American economy, and have the Arab world in Iran use that money for 
projects that the United States or Americans assumed would be benefi-
cial for American political and economic interests.

Fascinating. It’s an amazing story and illustrates so well, the the central 
premise of your book, and you were mentioning petrodollars - I’m look-
ing at in your book here, you’re saying that the projected Arab balance of 
payment surplus, just in 1974, alone, was $50 billion, nearly nearly $200 
million a day was going over to the Middle East or North African coun-
tries. So seriously a lot of money that that was very dazzling to the west. 
So tell us in more depth, how did petrodollars transform Middle East us 
relations during this time?

Yeah. So what I argue in the book is that petrodollars, the rise in wealth 
in the Arab world in Iran, basically causes a transformation or shift in 
how us power operates in the Middle East, and the role of the Middle East 
and us Empire globally. And what I mean by that is before the 1970s, say, 
the the 1950s 1960s, the primary purpose of the Middle East, as far as 
the United States was concerned, was providing cheap oil for the global 
capitalist economic system. And in 1973 1974, oil prices quadruple. And 
the Middle East is no longer serving that purpose, all of a sudden, they 
are providing oil, but it’s very expensive oil. And so instead, you see the 
shift where the Middle East is now you key allies in the of the United 
States in the Middle East, particularly Saudi Arabia and Iran under the 
Shah. before the revolution. Those two countries become key to the Unit-
ed States, not by providing cheap oil, but by using their petrodollars in 
ways that both the United States and their middle east allies think will be 
beneficial to each other. So for example, Saudi Arabia becomes a major 
lender to the US government, a major investor and depositor to Western 
financial institutions, US banks, and in 1974, the Arab countries are the 
single largest source of new international bank deposits. So they’re crit-
ical for keeping global liquidity for keeping global capitalism running. 
This is something that the Middle East had not served before. But now 
all of a sudden, they’re key to the international financial system, not just 
international oil supply. And so there’s a lot of examples where the use 
of these petrodollars becomes key to different us businesses or to the US 
government. And they’re often these very grand, you know, the largest of 
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the largest. So you have the world’s biggest engineering project get un-
derway building a giant industrial city in Saudi Arabia in Jubail. You have 
just one record after another broken by first Iran, and then Saudi Ara-
bia for arms purchases for some of the most advanced weapons that the 
United States has just developed things like a wax spy planes. And you 
also have the Saudis using their petrodollars to fund the largest ever CIA 
operation, which was arming the Mujahideen in Afghanistan against the 
Soviets in the 1980s. The Saudi government matched dollar for dollar 
whatever the United States government would give to the Mujahideen. 
And they gave even more in sort of private donations from Saudi Royals 
and wealthy citizens. And so in a variety of different ways for both global 
capitalism for fighting the Soviet Union and its allies in the Cold War. 
Middle East allies with lots of petrodollars become a key source of financ-
ing for these us projects.

Interesting, interesting. Tell us how you got interested in this topic and 
what type of research you did.

Sure, so initially, I knew I wanted to look at the period of the 1970s and us 
Middle East relations, but I wasn’t entirely sure where to go beyond that. 
I was interested in the 1970s both because there were so many Clearly 
so many important changes going on in the relationships between the 
United States and the Middle East. And there was also a lot of archives 
opening up so new records to look at. But I wasn’t sure where to go there, 
I wasn’t entirely sure how to explain many of the shifts or changes that 
were happening. And as I started to do more research, one of the things 
that I noticed was there seem to be a lack of study on on how economic 
changes were impacting the US Middle East relationship, not to say that 
there hadn’t been any work, but that much of the more recent scholar-
ship was focused on diplomacy of a traditional nature. And I was curious 
to see more about how economic factors, how groups that sometimes 
get left out is the story like the US Treasury Department, what was their 
role in many of these shifts. And as I started digging into the archives, 
what I found is that it wasn’t just the Treasury Department, if you look 
at the State Department, if you look at the NSC in the United States, 
or if you’re looking at the IMF, the World Bank, or if you’re looking at 
the government’s in the Middle East, everyone was very concerned about 
how these petrodollars were going to get used. You could see it in the 
public media at the time as well, both in the Arab and Iranian presses 
and the American presses. In films and television series, this was a major 
not just economic phenomenon, or events, the rise of petrodollars to the 
Middle East. But it was also really important in geopolitics, and it was 
very important in popular culture in both the West and in the Middle 
East, of how each other’s each society was understanding each other are 
coming to think of each other, as you have this emerging globalization 
that is making these two regions far more interdependent, far more in 
contact. And so I became very interested in exploring this on both the 
economic, geopolitical and cultural level. And one of the things that I 
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particularly liked about this topic as well is that it lent itself to looking at 
Arab and Iranian media sources. So that meant, you know, many of the 
archives, official archives, governmental archives for the Middle East are 
not open to scholars, but the public media, the newspapers, the speeches, 
the film’s those things are available. And so in that way I could incorpo-
rate Arab and Iranian perspectives and voices into this history.

That’s great. Yeah, yeah. I saw that your research tapped into these new 
sources, popular Arab Iranian and US media, but also declassified gov-
ernmental records, what were some of the highlights of your research 
and with these new sources?

Well, probably the most exciting document official record that I found 
was when I stumbled upon the Rumsfeld memo, proposing the Arab 
space program, I had a very, very large smile on my face at the Ford Pres-
idential Library when I came across that one. But another set of records 
that I was really excited to find actually turned out to be political cartoons 
in the various Arab presses. And some of the ones from Saudi Arabia or 
from Saudi newspapers, were particularly fascinating to me, and kind of 
captured both the sense of excitement, but also anxiety that much of the 
Arab world felt about their newfound wealth. And to give you an exam-
ple of each and both of these come from late 1978, early 1979. So right 
about the time that the Iranian Revolution is occurring, and oil prices 
are going even higher. So the Saudis are just getting even more money 
than even just a few years earlier for after the first shock and 7374 and 
7879. Prices are even doubling or more over that. So just unprecedented 
amounts of money for the Saudis. And in one Saudi newspaper. There is 
a cartoon where there’s two Saudis in men in very traditional dress and 
they’re looking at another man who is dressed in like very stereotypical 
disco garb, and he’s standing next to a Rolls Royce. And the two Saudis 
who are traditionally dressed one is saying to the other, truly believe me, 
that guy, the guy in the disco outfit, he is the Saudi citizen. He is he’s a 
management specialist of major national companies. And that kind of 
spoke to this idea of like, are the Saudis or the Saudi people, and especial-
ly the younger generation, are they being changed by all these Western 
influences, and is there’s kind of a hint of fear of maybe they’re being 
corrupted or maybe they’re becoming something we don’t recognize that 
they’re, they’re not really Saudi, or we don’t recognize them as Saudi any-
more. And so that kind of spoke to the the cultural anxiety, which I think 
is notable in the context of the Iranian Revolution, where many people 
in Iran at that moment, are very angry about the sense that petrodollars 
are being used to kind of CO OPT or buy out their culture or take away 
the national sovereignty. But then there’s another cartoon just a couple 
months later in a different Saudi paper that depicts two families, and 
one is the Saudi family, and one is a British family, and the Saudi family. 
There’s a husband, a wife, who is pregnant, and the wife is holding a 
baby. And then they have like seven more kids behind them. So they have 
a very large family. And then the British family is looking very dour and 
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this just kind of the sad looking husband and wife and a sad little kid, 
they only have one kid. And the Saudi husband says to his wife, rather 
cheekily, and I’m quoting here, he says they have an energy problem. 
So they’re making this reproductive pun that, you know, the West, they 
have an energy problem, they don’t have energy, they don’t have oil, their 
economy is stagnating. And so they’re not producing anymore. So they 
just have one little kid. Whereas the Saudis, you know, they have all this 
energy, they have the oil, they have the money. And so they’re growing. 
They’re growing their family, they’re growing their country. And that 
kind of shows the the sort of pride and sense of optimism for many Sau-
dis, that they’re getting all this unprecedented wealth, they can use this 
to maybe even, you know, surpass the West. So there’s this interesting di-
chotomy there of both fear and hope from petrodollars, what I titled one 
chapter, visions of petrodollar promise and peril. And you see this also 
in the United States, both big hopes that Petro dollars can be used to do 
great things for both the United States and the Arab world. But also many 
Americans and other Westerners voicing great fear that maybe the Arabs 
or Iranians will use this money to harm American interests or values. So 
it’s interesting that both sides kind of mirror this dichotomy.

Wow, thanks for sharing those stories. Yeah, this is a history that I love 
of just seeing different cultural perspectives on the same type of issue. 
So seeing what the Americans reaction, as well as the Saudi and Irani-
ans reaction, and how different they are. And also, as you were saying, 
how they mirror one another, but particularly, you know, fear of change, 
I can’t even imagine the amount that again, the amount of money that 
we’re talking about here in just a very, very short period of time, and how 
that can create serious conflicts within a society that’s not used to such 
radical change in your this history of yours is, is, you know, on the cutting 
edge of when this when petrodollar has suddenly become, you know, a 
really big thing. And it goes up to just about the beginning of the end of 
the Cold War. What are some of the historical ramifications of this time 
period that you see in the news today, when you’re looking at headlines 
or looking at the region?

That’s a great question. And I think there’s two ways I look at it. One is 
the legacies of this period in the 70s and 80s, that we can see carrying 
forward or impacting to the present. And I kind of outline in the conclu-
sion how many of the issues that the world faces, the both the United 
States in the Middle East and the larger world faces after 1988. Many of 
them stem from these new structures that get created in a period of high 
petrodollar wealth because oil revenues dropped significantly in the late 
80s. And so the petrodollar is kind of dry up in many ways, but many 
of the structures carry forward and those range from the Mujahideen 
And individuals like some of Bin Ladin, who, in many ways, got their 
training and experience in Afghanistan because of petrodollars. They’re 
still around, and they, Osama Bin Ladin talks quite a bit in his speeches 
about how he’s angry about how the Saudis are using their wealth in ways 
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that are, in his view, corrupting Arab culture, that they have banks that 
use interest that he believes, you know, this is against Islamic law. And 
so many of the sort of unexpected or inadvertent outcomes of the use of 
petrodollars, this was not something that the the Saudi government or 
the US government wanted or anticipated, but it helped to contribute to 
the anger of individuals, like Osama Bin Ladin. And is one of the thing 
that spurs Islam of his Islamist opposition to the United States, in in the 
Middle East, and sometimes in very violent forms. But it also is some-
thing that and we see that also, particularly in the Iranian Revolution, as 
well. And so the poor relationship between the United States and Iran, 
since 1979, is in many ways rooted in petrodollar legacies, but also, al-
liances, particularly between, say the Saudi government and the United 
States have persisted in large degree because of the petrodollar ties that 
were forged in the 1970s 1980s. There were a lot of different issues that 
brought the United States and Saudi Arabia into conflict, whether it was 
the Arab Israeli conflict, whether it was oil prices, there were a lot of 
things where they disagreed fiercely and potentially you could have had 
the Saudi us Alliance rupture during this period, I argue, but petrodollar 
projects was one of the ways that help keep that Alliance together and 
going through the 70s and 80s, up to the present. So in many ways, we 
see the legacies of this period carrying forward to the present. But we can 
also see many analogies between things that are happening in the pres-
ent, and the period of the 70s. And so, in recent years, we’ve had ups and 
downs in oil prices, but some of them are big ups, big rises in oil prices, 
where you have a lot more petrodollars, once again, going to countries 
like Saudi Arabia, and the Saudis once again, purchasing some of the 
largest amounts of arms in history from the United States. So you can 
see a lot of analogies between what was happening in recent years and 
the slightly more distant past of the 1970s and 1980s.

Excellent, excellent. That all makes sense. Well, thank you so much for 
sharing. You know, again, this is the tip of the iceberg for what’s in your 
book, but you’ve shared some very fascinating stories and fascinating 
history of this time period. So again, the book we’re discussing David 
Wight’s new book,Oil Money: Middle East Petrodollars in the Transfor-
mation of US Empire 1967-1988. Thank you so much, David, for joining 
us and discussing your new book. Thank you. Take care. That was David 
Wight, author of Oil Money: Middle East Petrodollars in the Transformation 
of US Empire 1967-1988. 
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DESTINATION ELSEWHERE

by Ruth Balint

Recently, the world’s media was flooded once again with devastating images of hungry, cold 
and desperate people sleeping rough along the Poland-Belarus border, marked by barbed wire 
fences and patrolled by jittery, armed police. The thousands 
of men, women and children, like thousands before them, 
have fled their ransacked countries in the Middle East and 
are seeking to reach the relative safety of western Europe. 
This latest crisis has its own historically specific origins, in-
cluding claims that Belarus’ authoritarian president, Alex-
ander Lukashenko engineered the crisis to retaliate against 
the EU for sanctions imposed after the 2020 election, widely 
suspected to have been rigged. 

Yet in other ways, this is also an older twentieth century story. 
It is only in the past decade that refugee numbers worldwide 
have overtaken those witnessed in the aftermath of World 
War Two. Then, as now, the magnitude and the images were 
shocking and inconceivable. Around twenty million made up of returning soldiers, displaced 
civilians, concentration camp survivors, forced laborers, kidnapped children and prisoners of war 
were stranded on German soil alone. This figure palled in comparison to the staggering numbers 
of refugees uprooted by war and decolonisation in the global south, but to the Allied military 

and humanitarian agencies tasked with managing 
their repatriation, it seemed, in the words of one 
American aid worker, the “most important show 
on earth”. To their considerable surprise, however, 
many of these uprooted Europeans refused to go 
home. Instead, the “new world” beckoned.

These refugees, like the ones of today, also be-
came useful pawns in the deepening cold war.

These refugees, like the ones of today, also became useful pawns in the deepening cold war. It 
was during this period that the notion of persecution became increasingly linked, in the western 
imagination, to life under Communism: each refugee sent to new homes in Australia, America 
or Canada became, for the Allies, a triumph for democracy.

Around twenty million made 
up of returning soldiers, dis-

placed civilians, concentration 
camp survivors, forced labor-
ers, kidnapped children, and 
prisoners of war were strand-

ed on German soil alone. 
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My book, Destination Elsewhere, charts this unique moment in the transition of refugees to 
migrants, as millions sought to leave Europe for the West. A new refugee identity emerged in 
this period, tied to a vision of the world divided between the old and the new, the free and the 
unfree. Refugees became equally invested in articulating a narrative of persecution that val-
orised their anti-communist credentials, drawing on 
older tropes of freedom and justice to craft the kind 
of “persecution narrative” that would ensure their 
passage westwards. These narratives were not just 
formulaic scripts. They contained personal histories, 
admissions, denunciations and war stories, half-truths 
and myths. The truth was a precious commodity in 
postwar Europe, and encounters between refugees 
and officials often materialized as a battle of wills 
over which version of history could stand at any given moment. History was still malleable when 
it came to writing the recent war, and these dialogues between refugees and the Allied author-
ities were instrumental in its interpretation.

Women often had to speak out the loudest of all if they were to be heard, because they strug-
gled against their status as dependents and as “apolitical”, at a moment when the binary be-
tween political persecutee and economic migrant was solidifying in international law. My book is 
particularly concerned with women, children, and the family, all of whom bore the brunt not just 
of war but of the world that came after it, when it became clear that not all were equally entitled 
to the new world.

My book is a work of history concerned with the present. The anonymity of the refugee in histo-
ry has become the central conceit governing much of our modern political discourse on asylum 
seekers today. They are rarely seen as having a past, and are often presented as existing in a 
timeless present. The images we saw on the Poland-Belarus border depicted not a multitude, 
but many individual women, men and children, each with their own story, their own journey and 
their own future to tell, if we can only listen.

The anonymity of the refu-
gee in history has become 

the central conceit governing 
much of our modern political 
discourse on asylum seekers 

today.





1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

While preparing a course I was co-teaching 
with my colleague Dr. Brinkman that took 
place, in part, in the British Museum, I came 
upon the False Door of Ptahshepses (EA682) 
which features notably in a philological dis-
cussion in my book. The stela’s inscription 
evinces the apotheosis of a deceased man 
named Djedi. I spend pages analyzing partic-
ular epithets and spellings in its inscription, 
but this false door, which stands over twelve 
feet tall, completely overwhelmed me with its 
physicality. Teaching from this artifact was 
transformative. It compounded for me its ma-
teriality and experiential nature, and brought 
this esoteric evidence alive.

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now?

This is my first book, so I approached the pub-
lication process with such trepidation. I realize 
this experience may be different for others, of 
course, but for me the process was so incred-
ibly supportive and critical and instructive. 
My editor was patient and knowledgeable. My 
peer reviewers went above and beyond offer-
ing truly constructive feedback. And everyone 
else—the copy editors, typesetters, marketing 
team, etc.—were similarly encouraging and 
brilliant. Next time, I definitely will not be so 
tentative starting the process.  

3. How do you wish you could change your 
field of study?

I wish I could change our field to be quicker to 
embrace compassion, change, and inclusion. 
My book considers how power was construct-
ed and maintained, systemically, and how 
it was transgressed and negotiated through 
individual and group action. Our field is in a 
moment of power negotiation, both in terms 
of systemic issues (racism, lack of TT jobs, 
closing programs) and in terms of new ways 
of “doing” ancient history (e.g. digital). Instead 
of fighting over limited, traditional resources, 
we can choose to be mentors, advocates, and 
accomplices, finding new resources and met-
rics by which to lift up our fields.

“I came upon the False Door 
of Ptahshepses (EA682), 

which features notably in a 
philological discussion in my 

book.”
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In the predawn hours of  May 18, 2016, residents 
of  St. Petersburg’s Vasilevsky District who looked outside witnessed an eerie 
spectacle: an entourage of  naked men and  women passing by their win dows.1 
Initially some onlookers considered the mass of  nude bodies an oddly timed, 
albeit interestingly staged, modern art installation. Quickly, though, the ex-
pressions of  fear and shame from  those walking past conveyed that this was 
not an avant- garde per for mance but a forced public humiliation. Two heavy-
set, fully clothed men ushered the group forward along the city streets and 
shouted at curious bystanders to join them in the public shaming. Video foot-
age of  the incident soon surfaced on YouTube, revealing that the pair of  bul-
lies had raided a local brothel, forced the sex workers and their clients to 
disrobe, and proceeded to march them, naked, to the nearest police precinct.

The mastermind  behind the vigilante assault, the mixed martial arts fighter 
Viacheslav Datsik, better known as Red Tarzan, is no stranger to public scan-
dal. In fact, he enjoys a certain notoriety for exposing clandestine prostitution 
on the popu lar Rus sian crime show Extreme cases (Chrezvychainoe proisshestvie). 
Given Datsik’s previous run- ins with the law, which included a period of  forced 
psychiatric hospitalization, he now relished the opportunity to “out” Rus sian 
sex workers on live TV in a misplaced attempt to vindicate himself  in the eyes 
of  the public. Believing that his raids helped “cleanse” the city of  the scourge 
of  prostitution, Datsik set out on numerous occasions to promote his vigilante 
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style of  justice to the public. The midnight raid, however, differed from Datsik’s 
previous attacks in its scope and magnitude. But in the opinion of  some local 
journalists, while Red Tarzan’s vigilantism was extreme, his heart was in the 
right place.  After all, this “fighter for pure morality,” as they affectionately called 
him, aimed to clean up the streets of  St. Petersburg.2 Facing charges of  battery 
and assault did not discourage Datsik or his supporters; in multiple posts they 
asserted their right to step in where the authorities had failed. Datsik continued 
warning followers and all who would listen that cleansing the northern capital 
of  sexual deviants was a  matter of  national pride. As the police escorted Datsik 
to his trial, he shouted to the crowd of  journalists and paparazzi, “St. Peters-
burg is Rus sia’s cultural center, it’s not some red light district of  Amsterdam!”3

Neither Datsik’s urge to humiliate sex workers nor his insistence that Eu-
ro pean libertinism is at fault for the nation’s sexual proclivities is new to twenty- 
first- century Rus sia. Although Datsik is likely unaware of  it, the “naked march” 
resembles the policies of  Peter the  Great, who in the 1700s ordered that prosti-
tutes near the northern regiments be stripped naked to the waist and marched 
from the premises. Shaming  women suspected of  prostitution continued  under 
Empress Anna, who had them flogged with cat- o’- nine- tales and evicted from 
their homes. When Emperor Paul I ascended to the throne, he tempered the 
impulse to physically punish wayward  women but kept prostitutes visibly 
marked by requiring them to wear yellow dresses when they appeared on the 
streets.4 In the nineteenth  century the authorities replaced physical punishment 
with manual  labor (see figure I.1). As the penal system evolved to implement 
more disciplinary— rather than punitive— punishments, the social category of  
the prostitute emerged as a new type of  subject in need of  spiritual redemp-
tion. By having such  women sweep the streets, the imperial police ensured 
that the country’s sexual criminals atoned for their sins.

This book examines the diff er ent modes of  policing Rus sia’s sexually trans-
gressive  women. It does so by tracing con temporary debates on prostitution 
to cultural production from the imperial period. Beginning in 1843 with the 
adoption of  state- regulated prostitution, Rus sia’s cultural elite vigorously de-
bated the po liti cal, aesthetic, and economic contours of  sexual  labor. From the 
numerous street walkers soliciting clients on St. Petersburg boulevards to the 
popu lar courtesans who frequented the theater, Rus sia’s “ women of  ill repute” 
introduced new modes of  sexual commerce into the cultural sphere. As the 
city’s population grew, the imperial authorities quickly realized they needed 
a system capable of  supplying erotic  labor and a means to control sex work-
ers.5 The publication in 1836 of  Alexandre Parent- Duchâtelet’s sweeping study 
of  prostitution in Paris offered a foundation for Lev Perovsky, Tsar Nicholas I’s 
minister of  internal affairs, to propose a similar mode of  regulation practiced 
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in France.6 The Rus sian authorities thus settled on a cumbersome policy of  tol-
erance modeled  after the French police des moeurs and placed the nation’s prosti-
tutes  under the auspices of  the medical police, whose job it was to quarantine, 
track, and discipline  women through the infamous “yellow ticket”— the official 
registration card required for prostitutes to ply their trade.7 Imperial authorities 
argued that keeping public  women in  houses of  tolerance (doma terpimosti) was 
necessary in order to prevent the spread of  venereal disease while preserving the 
sexual sanctity of  marriageable  women.8 While more than 150 years separate 
Datsik from the onset of  regulation, his insistence that St. Petersburg be kept 
clean of  prostitution echoes the demands of  his imperial pre de ces sors, who 
tied the health of  the nation to containing commercial sex.

To place Datsik’s raid in the historical context it deserves, we must come 
to terms with Rus sia’s robust literary and artistic tradition founded predomi-
nantly on the image of  the sold  woman. Over the course of  the nineteenth 
 century the responsibility of  shaming sexually transgressive  women shifted 
back and forth between the regulatory offices of  the state and the intimate 
world of  fiction. In order to make sense of  her sexual difference, vari ous writ-
ers contained the prostitute’s plot through endings that expelled her from the 
social order. Narrative techniques to sublimate anx i eties about  women sexually 
active outside of  marriage mirrored the system of  regulation and tolerance. 
 These “plots of  containment,” to use literary critic Jann Matlock’s term, al-
low for the prostitute’s tale to be “interpreted, defined, and endowed with so-
cial significance” to channel and control unbridled desire.9

Figure I.1.  Arestovannye metut ulitsu (The Arrested Sweep the Streets), ca. 1840. Print, 
11 × 13 cm. State Museum of the History of St. Petersburg.
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Rus sia’s authors wrote about the prostitute  because her sexual availability 
frustrated, confused, and excited them and their readers. The image of  the 
wanton  woman navigating her own commodification not only inspired nov-
elists but played a prominent role in visual culture.10 Fine art, caricature, and 
popu lar lithography explored the theme of  transactional love by placing new 
modes of  gender and sexuality on display for viewers. While the urge to con-
demn sexual transgression remained ever pre sent, an undercurrent of  excite-
ment threatened to upend the sexual and social order. Lit er a ture and visual 
culture offered Rus sians images of  sexually transgressive  women that they 
might judge and enjoy. While repre sen ta tions of  extramarital love and trans-
actional sex certainly leaned  toward the moralistic and didactic, as the follow-
ing chapters explore, images of  elegant  women enjoying sexual and financial 
freedom attest to a celebratory tradition that resisted the dichotomization of  
prostitutes as  either victims or villains.

While imperial writers and artists of  varying caliber viewed the destitute 
sex worker as the premier signifier of  social in equality, cultural figures appro-
priated the meta phor of  prostitution broadly, using it to describe new modes of  
transgressive female be hav ior. They pointed to the world of  elite prostitution— 
the demimonde—as a dangerous phenomenon that beckoned to  women of  all 
social categories with the promise that their sexual sanctity could be exchanged 
for a luxurious apartment in the center of  St. Petersburg. Print and visual cul-
ture  imagined that even the most devout and chaste  woman could abandon her 
traditional role as wife and  mother when tempted with fine clothes and expen-
sive jewelry. Mobilizing sex to accrue luxury items, as the demimondaine did, 
threatened to drain men’s emotional, financial, and sexual resources and leave 
families bankrupt. No less worrisome was the brokering of  dowerless brides, 
who appeared in artistic reproductions as  little better than chattel, brought to 
market by opportunistic matchmakers  eager to strike a profitable deal. Writers 
and artists saved their vitriol for brothel madams, who or ga nized and profited 
from transactional relations. Depicted as more heinous than the men who fre-
quented the brothels or purchased brides, the procuress entered the cultural 
imagination as a predatory figure, a wanton  woman who preyed on the vulner-
able and impoverished.11 At stake, then, was not only the sanctity of  Rus sian 
marriages compromised by costly love affairs but the fate of  the Rus sian nation, 
which seemed hypnotized by the power of  extramarital sex and beholden to the 
cap i tal ist ingenuity of  procuresses.

As this book  will show, the diverse range of  responses to the question of  
transactional sex helped explode traditional beliefs about the contours of  de-
sire and the limits of  fidelity. While strict censorship during the nineteenth 
 century precluded any direct repre sen ta tion of  prostitution, graphic artists 
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used innuendo to portray Rus sia’s sexual subculture. In images like Aleksandr 
Lebedev’s 1862 lithograph (see figure I.2), a finely dressed, attractive  woman 
bargains with her lover about the terms of  their relations. She might acqui-
esce to monogamy, but only if  he agrees to make it worth her while. The 
 woman’s hand, the central focus of  the image, beckons seductively to both 
her confidante and the image’s viewer. In this sense the cigarette she holds 
serves as allegory for the erotic plea sure she promises. Images like this one 
helped solidify the importance of  elite prostitution to Rus sia’s burgeoning 

Figure I.2.  Aleksandr Lebedev, illustration from Pogibshie, no milye sozdaniia (Fallen but 
Charming Creatures), 1862–63. National Library of Rus sia, St. Petersburg.
I agree, but if you provide enough for an apartment and carriage, then I  will be yours alone.
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nineteenth- century leisure culture. Moreover, it pictured transactional love 
without falling into traditional dichotomies of  the prostitute as Madonna or 
whore, victim or villain. Bringing together the visual and literary explorations 
of  transactional love shows the rich, differentiated repre sen ta tions of  prosti-
tution in imperial Rus sian culture.

economies of exchange
Prostitution, broadly conceptualized as the exchange of  sexual relations for 
financial or other rewards, drove nineteenth- century discussions of   women’s 
sexual and financial autonomy in Rus sia. Language related to sexual commerce 
is, to paraphrase Jill McCracken, “fraught with difficulty”  because it “si mul ta-
neously creates and constrains  those individuals it strug gles to define.”12 
Throughout this book, I have ventured to treat the subject of   women’s sexual 
lives with care and a consistent awareness of  the misogynistic, exploitative, 
and fetishistic writings that aimed to remove a  woman’s agency in her deci-
sion to engage in transactional sex. My terminology, however, cannot be dis-
associated from the historical period  under study, and thus I interchangeably 
refer to prostitution and sex work, prostitute and sex worker. Although the terms 
“sex work” and “sex worker”  were not used in imperial Rus sia, my analy sis of  
transactional sex as depicted in literary and visual culture of  the period is in-
formed by a range of  con temporary scholarship that advocates for sex work as a 
legitimate form of   labor.13 But given the wide reference to the “prostitute” (pros-
titutka) in imperial Rus sian contexts discussed at length in this book, I use this 
term for its applicability in nineteenth-  and early- twentieth- century discourse. In 
 doing so, I aim to faithfully represent the ideas of  literati and prominent com-
mentators from the period who considered the prostitute a separate social cate-
gory. However, my usage of  the term prostitution does not disavow the premise 
that sex work is work, quite the contrary. As I argue in the subsequent chapters, 
a number of  writers and visual artists grappled with how to interpret the shifting 
norms of   women’s sexual subjecthood. While some found the increase in regis-
tered prostitutes in the nation’s major cities a sign of  moral demise,  others 
celebrated the possibilities of  anonymous sexual relations. Rarely, if  ever, did 
Rus sia’s cultural producers consider prostitution as a form of   labor for  women; 
instead, they diagnosed sexual commerce as a symptom of  the commodifica-
tion of  the country’s  women.  Whether a  woman registered with the authori-
ties as a prostitute or not, her sexual availability took on an economic value, a 
fact that numerous Rus sian writers and artists problematized in their works.
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