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Note that many book 
reviews begin with a full 
citation of the work 
being reviewed rather 
than a title or the 
reviewer’s name. 

A great review finds a 
way to quickly engaged 
readers in the 
conversation of 
concern in the work 
and also summarizes 
the overarching 
assertion of the work 
being reviewed—the 
author’s purpose/thesis 

It is helpful to include 
additional details about 
the author, in this case 
that Bowden also wrote 
Black Hawk Down. 

Notice here how the 
reviewer makes a short 
claim about the quality 
of the work—that it 
“offers a riveting read” 
with “the urgency of a 
novel” but this short 
assertion is then 
supported with specific 
details about the work 
and how it does this. In 
this case, “by drawing 
on a variety of 
American and 
Vietnamese 
perspectives…sought 
out by interviewing 
numerous participants” 
and “ably chronicles the 
battle’s details while 
demonstrating how 
Americans and others 
perceived them in real 
time.” These details 
help the reviewer focus 
on the quality of the 
history rather than 
summarizing it. 

Note here how 
quotations are used 
sparingly—only to 
point to specific uses of 
language that are 
particularly revealing. 
Such specifics also cite 
applicable page 
numbers 
parenthetically, in this 
case Bowden’s quote 
appears on page 362. 
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Topic sentences (the 
first sentence of body 
paragraphs) help 
reviewers control the 
aspects of the history 
they want to highlight. 
A good topic sentence 
in a review is a claim 
about the quality of the 
history, which is the 
focus of a good review. 
In this case the claim 
about the quality of the 
history is that Bowden 
is not one-sided” in his 
historicizing of the 
battle. 

Because the topic 
sentence argues that 
Bowden’s account is 
“not one-sided” the 
remainder of the 
paragraph now has the 
responsibility to show 
evidence of both Viet 
Cong and American 
perspectives on the 
battle. 

Notice that as the 
review begins to 
transition toward a 
conclusion the reviewer 
begins to focus on 
claims about where the 
work stands in relation 
to other histories. 
Ultimately a review is 
not just a review of the 
work’s details, but an 
estimation of whether 
the review should be 
regarded as new or 
exemplary in the wider 
historical discourse on 
the topic at hand.  
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To keep a review 
concise, a reviewer may 
decide to provide 
additional information 
in the form of endnotes. 
This helps the reviewer 
be thorough without 
weighing down the 
body of the review.  

A great conclusion in 
reviews makes a final 
assessment of the work 
under review, but also 
places the assessment in 
the context of a wider 
historical conversation. 
In this case, the 
reviewer suggests we 
can learn a “worthy 
lesson” about totalizing 
theories that “explain 
everything” from 
Bowden. The reviewer’s name 

and affiliation often 
appear at the end of a 
review.  
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Notice how the 
introduction 
paragraph in a 
historiography 
essay immediately 
establishes the 
historic event of 
concern and 
provides a 
justification for 
discussing this 
event, in this case 
because it “has 
remained a largely 
unspoken-of-
conflict” and 
scholarly works 
on the event 
“were largely 
patriotic and 
supportive of 
American 
Colonialism” 

Since a 
historiographical 
essay focuses on 
reviewing relevant 
history 
scholarship on a 
given event, an 
introduction 
paragraph or 
introduction 
section also 
provides a 
summative 
overview of the 
themes or camps 
of scholarship on 
the subject. In this 
essay will learn of 
three schools of 
scholarship 
relating to the 
Philippine-
American War 

The use of section 
headings with 
succinct titles 
helps writers 
control the 
themes of their 
historiographical 
review. In this 
case, the author is 
beginning with a 
section that 
summarizes the 
event. 
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Historiography 
essays often begin 
with a section that 
summarizes the 
event. Just as an 
analysis of a poem 
would begin by 
discussing what 
the poem is 
about, an analysis 
of history often 
begins by 
summarizing the 
event itself. To 
write a concise 
summary consider 
answering the 
questions: Who? 
What? Where? 
When? Why? and 
How? about the 
event for your 
readers. 

Note that historic 
writing maintains 
past tense: 
“Emilio 
Aguinaldo, had 
been forced,” “the 
Americans 
arrived,” 
“President 
McKinley…event
ually decided.” 

Writers of history 
have to also be 
very careful about 
the verbs and 
adjectives they use 
to describe an 
event. In this case 
to call the 
American 
approach a 
“conventional 
war” that the 
Filipino 
Revolutionaries 
“could not resist” 
are very particular 
ways of narrating 
the invasion. 
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A new section 
heading marks the 
end of the 
author’s summary 
of the historic 
event and the 
beginning of a 
review of 
literature 
pertaining to the 
war. In this case, 
the author has 
themed the paper 
around schools of 
thought about the 
war, starting with 
what he has 
dubbed “The 
Critical School.” 

Notice how the 
author begins 
this review of 
literature 
pertaining to 
“The Critical 
School” by first 
summarizing 
what this 
perspective on 
the Philippine-
American War 
entails. This 
paragraph asserts 
that such a 
school of 
thought exists. 

To support the 
assertion that a 
critical school of 
thought about this 
war exists, the 
author cites key 
historians that are 
representative of 
this view and 
summaries the 
claims of those 
historians. This 
pattern continues 
for several pages 
until the theme 
has be thoroughly 
reviewed. 
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Note how the 
next theme is 
marked by a new 
section heading, 
and the leading 
paragraph of this 
new section 
makes clear its 
relation to the 
previous section 
or theme. In this 
case the 
“Reactionary 
School” tries to 
re-contextualize 
the 
historiographies 
made by the 
“Critical School.” 
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Because readers 
of this essay now 
have knowledge 
of the “Critical 
School” from the 
prior section, the 
author can begin 
to place the two 
themes or 
schools in 
conversation 
with one 
another. Note 
here how the 
author is not just 
explaining the 
“Reactionary 
School” but 
explaining it in 
relation to the 
“Critical School.” 
This mode of 
writing is 
sometimes 
referred to as 
“juxtaposition.” 

Historiographical 
essays strive to 
make clear where 
there are areas of 
agreement or 
disagreement 
within a theme. 
This can be done 
by juxtaposing 
sources and 
showing where 
they overlap as the 
author does with 
Gates and Stanley 
here. 
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As a 
historiographical 
essay comes to a 
close, the author 
has to re-assemble 
the themes into a 
coherent summary 
of the scholarship 
on the event in 
question. As we 
see here, the 
conclusion is a 
summary of the 
schools of thought 
that shape our 
understanding of 
the event, rather 
than a summary of 
the event itself. 

These essay also 
pay close attention 
to how time and 
the emergence of 
other events 
changed or 
informed the 
scholarship on the 
event in question 
and helps readers 
see how the 
historiography of 
an event has been 
shaped over time. 
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Notice how the 
final paragraph of 
the conclusion 
looks to weigh in 
on which theme 
or school of 
scholarship 
dominates in the 
current moment. 

Here the 
conclusion works 
to make clear why 
this research 
remains relevant 
and vital. The 
subject of a 
historiography, 
though in the past, 
should always be 
made clear to 
matter in the 
present. 
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Jeff Markland 

HIS 500 

12/11/2018 

 

Historiography Essay on the Philippine-American War 

 

 The Philippine-American war of 1899-1902 has remained a largely unspoken-of conflict 

in American society. Many people, even those with a decent grasp of American history, are 

completely unaware of the conflict and the subsequent colonial control of the Islands. In the 

scholarly community, the works published in the initial decades following the conflict were 

largely patriotic and supportive of American Colonialism, emphasizing the “civilizing mission” 

in the establishment of schools, roads, hospitals, and other social services while downplaying or 

ignoring American atrocities.1  

Subsequent debates within the scholarly community have addressed questions regarding 

the outbreak of hostilities, the practice of “Benevolent Assimilation” or the “policy of 

attraction,” the extent of American brutality and racism within the military, the American 

domestic attitudes on the war, and the long-term ramifications of the conflict. Starting in the 

1960s, a “Critical School” began to emerge, providing negative evaluations of these questions. In 

response to such criticism, a “Reactionary School” emerged in the 1970s, attempting to provide 

more “balanced” or “mixed” evaluations of American conduct and drawing attention to the 

complexity of the conflict as well as American efforts at social development in the Islands.  

 

                                                        
1Charles Eliot Burke, The Philippines to the end of the Commission Government: A Study in Tropical Democracy 

(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1917). In the preface, Eliot claimed that American involvement in the 

Philippines was “righteous, and we trust that it shall endure’.”  
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The War 

 Before the Americans arrived in the Philippines, Filipino freedom fighters were waging 

an almost-successful revolution against their Spanish overlords. Their erstwhile leader, Emilio 

Aguinaldo, had been forced to accept a deal with Spain in which he left the country. After the 

Americans arrived in Manila and destroyed the Spanish fleet, they sent for him and brought him 

back to the Philippines, where he declared Filipino independence and commissioned a 

constitution for his Republic at the city of Malolos. His revolutionary troops gradually extended 

control over the archipelago while American forces held the city of Manila. President McKinley, 

however, eventually decided to annex the Philippines and issued his “Benevolent Assimilation”2 

proclamation following the Treaty of Paris in December of 1898. This dramatically soured 

relations with the Filipinos, who at one point were grateful for American assistance. Meetings to 

diffuse tension were fruitless, and the war began in Manila on the night of February 4th, 1899, 

after an American soldier fired upon Filipino Revolutionaries when they refused to stand down. 

The Americans began a conventional war against Aguinaldo’s revolutionary forces and 

gradually extended their control throughout the islands. The Filipino Revolutionaries could not 

resist the superior American military and eventually changed tactics to conduct a guerilla 

campaign. This greatly complicated American efforts, which were based in part on social welfare 

policies, and spurned more aggressive pacification approaches that were punctuated by war 

crimes including torture, property destruction, and murder. Despite going into hiding, Aguinaldo 

                                                        
2“McKinley’s Benevolent Assimilation Proclamation,” Philippine Culture, accessed December 3, 2018, 

http://www.msc.edu.ph/centennial/benevolent.html. The proclamation promised the “mild sway of justice” and 

protection of the rights and freedoms of the Filipino people in so far as they submitted to American rule. This 

document would partially underline the basis for American pacification efforts in which social welfare efforts such 

as education, sanitation services, health care, municipal government, and local policing were implemented.  
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was captured by American forces in March of 1901 and subsequently appealed to his troops to 

stand down and accept American authority. However, resistance persisted, and culminated in the 

so-called Balangiga Massacre of September 28 in which 50 American soldiers were killed on the 

island of Samar as they ate their breakfast. General Jacob H. Smith ordered Major Littleton 

Waller to pacify the island without mercy, even ordering the deaths of all males over 10 years 

old. In the Batangas province on the island of Luzon, General J. Franklin Bell began the 

“reconcentration” policy in which civilians were forced into camps in order to implement a 

scorched earth campaign, killing and destroying everything and everyone outside the permitted 

area. The reconcentration policy caused a cholera epidemic that killed tens of thousands at a 

minimum. Filipino resistance gradually crumbled, and President Roosevelt officially declared the 

war’s end on July 4, 1902. The United States would retain colonial authority over the islands 

until their independence in 1946. As a result of the conflict, approximately 250,000 Filipinos 

were killed.  

The Critical School: Filipino Nationalism, the “New Left,” and Vietnam 

 Criticism of the American endeavor in the islands began to emerge in the 1960s. Filipino 

scholars addressed the topic from a nationalist perspective, presenting critical evaluations of 

American policy and its detrimental effects on Filipino culture. Meanwhile, in the United States, 

critical perspectives began emerge during the advent of the “New Left” in American political and 

social thought. The start of the Vietnam War in 1965 and the ensuing controversy over American 

war crimes also became a lens through which interpretations were filtered.  

 In the 1960s, Filipino scholars Teodoro A. Agoncillo and Milagros C. Guerrero wrote 

from a nationalist perspective, addressing American duplicity and arguing that the war’s 

outbreak could have been avoided if the Americans did not refuse Aguinaldo’s pleas for détente. 
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They also implied that naval deployments in the preceding days indicate that the Americans were 

planning an attack. In addressing “benevolent assimilation” and the long term effects of 

colonialism they acknowledged improvements to Filipino society but concluded that it result in 

the degradation of Filipino culture. The Filipino historian Renato Constantino also emphasized 

the long-term corruption of Filipino culture due to American education in his article “The Mis-

Education of the Filipino.” In the United States, author Leon Wolff’s Little Brown Brother 

effectively established the Critical School in American scholarship during the rise of the New 

Left. The work addresses the nation’s religious zeal and newfound imperialistic fervor, 

condemns McKinley’s “Benevolent Assimilation” proclamation as “inept” and racist, highlights 

American brutality in Samar and the Batangas, and points out that the domestic response to 

atrocities quickly descended into apathy.3 

 Following Agoncillo, Guerrero, and Wolff, critical works on the subject started to abound 

in the 1970s. American scholarship increased its emphasis on American racism and brutality, and 

Filipino scholarship continued to emphasize Filipino nationalism. During the Vietnam War, the 

occurrence of another Asian campaign punctuated by American war crimes became a common – 

but not ubiquitous – interpretive lens. Daniel Schirmer claimed that the Philippine-American 

War was “the progenitor of the Vietnam War” and provided a social history of the Anti-

                                                        
3 Teodoro A. Agoncillo and Milagros C. Guerrero, History of the Filipino People, 2nd edition (Quezon City: Malaya 

Books, 1967), 259-261, 431-434, 441-443. This is a social and political history. The original edition was published 

in 1960. Agoncillo’s and Guerrero’s portrayal of Aguinaldo is, understandably, heroic; Renato Constantino, “The 

Mis-Education of the Filipino,” in History of the Filipino People, 2nd edition, by Teodoro A. Agoncillo and Milagros 

C. Guerrero (Quezon City: Malaya Books, 1967); Leon Wolff, Little Brown Brother: How the United States 

Purchased and Pacified the Philippine Islands at the Century’s Turn (Garden City: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 

1961, 77-78,201, 357-358, 361-364. Wolff’s volume blends social, political, and military history. The title comes 

from William H. Taft, governor of the Philippines and U.S. President from 1909-1913, who used the term to refer to 

the Filipinos. In the preface of the reprint edition, historian Paul A. Kramer referred to Little Brown Brother as the 

first effort to “revisit this long-abandoned history, doing so from a critical perspective.” In the bibliography, Wolff 

wrote “the Filipinos were indeed capable of self- rule” and that “their forcible annexation was a moral wrong (365).” 

Another popular work on the subject is Joseph Schott, The Ordeal of Samar (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1965), 

which covers the conflict from the Massacre at Balangiga to the end of the war. 
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imperialist press in Boston. Schirmer drew continuity between the American Indian wars of the 

19th century and praised the Anti-imperialists as carrying a tradition of anti-racism, highlighting 

their failure in order to spurn contemporary resistance to the Vietnam War.4 Filipino scholars 

Renato and Leticia Constantino likewise claimed that the Philippine-American War was “the 

original Vietnamization” due to practices of torture such as the “water cure” and social 

engineering policies such as reconcentration, which resulted in widespread epidemics. The 

Constatinos claimed the war would bring about Filipino unity and wrote their social history to 

counteract the long-term effects of American Colonial historiography.5 

 Subsequent critical histories published in the 1970s and 1980s were ambivalent about the 

characterization of the Philippine-American War as a sort of proto-Vietnam. Willard B. 

Gatewood Jr. avoided the characterization while Richard E. Welch critiqued it, and journalist 

Russell Roth claimed that contemporary Asian policy grew out of ignorance of the earlier 

conflict.6 Regardless, these works touch upon American racism and brutality as well as the 

domestic American response. Gatewood’s study focuses on African Americans in the war and at 

                                                        
4 Daniel B. Schirmer, Republic or Empire: American Resistance to the Philippine War (Rochester, VT: Schenkman 

Books, Inc., 1972), 3, 32, 256. A similar work of parallelism is Luzviminda Francisco, “The First Vietnam: The 

U.S.-Philippine War of 1899,” in The Philippine Reader: A History of Colonialism, Neocolonialism, Dictatorship, 

and Resistance, ed. Daniel B. Schirmer and Stephen Rosskamm Shalom (Boston: South End Press, 1987). This 

article was originally published in 1973. According to Walter LaFeber, Schirmer offered to donate the proceeds of 

his book to New England Vietnam War Veterans. See Walter LeFeber, review of Republic or Empire: American 

Resistance to the Philippine War, by Daniel B. Schirmer, Journal of American History 59, no. 4 (March 1973), 

1023. 
5 Renato and Letizia Constantino, The Philippines: A Past Revisited, From the Spanish Colonization to the Second 

World War (Quezon City: Tala Publishing Services, 1975), 241-242, 245, 1, 10. The “Water Cure” was the practice 

of forcing a victim to ingest enormous quantities of water, causing extreme pain and altered states of mind. 

Sometimes the victim was forced to vomit so the process could be performed again. Like Guerrero and Milagros, the 

Constantinos portray Aguinaldo in a heroic fashion and claim that the American refusal to recognize his Malolos 

Republic was a denial of the Filipinos’ first national experience and its achievement against Spain. 
6 Richard E. Welch, Response to Imperialism: The United States and the Philippine-American War, 1899-1902 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1979), xiii. In this political and social history, Welch referred to 

Schirmer’s analysis as a “relentlessly present-minded account”; Russell Roth, Muddy Glory: America’s ‘Indian 

Wars’ in the Philippines, 1899-1935 (Hanover, MA: The Christopher Publishing House, 1981), 13. This is a military 

and social history. Acknowledging the unspoken-of nature of the conflict, he wrote “the forgetting has continued, 

creating a gap in U.S. military history, until today American policy in Asia is made in the absence of public 

awareness of that buried past.” 
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home. He portrayed the Black 25th Infantry regiment as fine soldiers who took pride in their 

social development work while acknowledging the absurdity of forcing Black people to carry the 

“white man’s burden.” Touching upon the domestic response to the war, he noted that some 

decried its racism and worried that long-term colonialism would elevate the Filipino above the 

African American while others hailed the opportunity to demonstrate their patriotism. Welch 

reached a similar conclusion regarding African American responses and noted ambivalent 

viewpoints within business, labor, and organized religion. For example, Catholics and 

Protestants responded differently to the conflict, with some from both sides condemning 

American Imperialism while simultaneously celebrating the opportunity for evangelism. 

Although Americans were concerned by the news about Samar, “the slaughter of Filipinos did 

not inspire a general sentiment of moral outrage.” Ultimately, Welch concluded that such 

responses offer “a mirror image of the patriotism and racism… of a people uncertain of their 

national future while convinced of their national superiority.” Such racism is shown in Roth’s 

Muddy Glory, which demonstrates that the Americans drew upon experience in waging Indian 

wars to pacify the Philippines. His work shows the “white man’s moral disintegration in the 

tropics” by outlining instances of drunkenness, prostitution, venereal disease, racist violence, and 

murder, and demonstrates how American troops and officers conflated Filipinos with Native 

Americans.7 

                                                        
7 Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., Black Americans and the White Man’s Burden, 1898-1903 (Urbana: University of 

Illinois Press, 1975), 265-266, 284-285, 324, x. This is a social and military history. A useful volume of primary 

source material on the subject is Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., “Smoked Yankees” and the Struggle for Empire (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 1971), which contains letters from African American soldiers fighting in Cuba and the 

Philippines; Welch, Response to Imperialism, 82, 149, 159; Roth, Muddy Glory, 55. 41-46. Roth quoted Pvt. John 

Bowe in Harper’s History, who described a scene of retreating Filipino Revolutionaries as follows: “The Indians 

were stampeded, and this sort of hunting was too good sport for our men to stop (46).” Roth also stated that, after the 

massacre at Balangiga, “to [General] Bell was designated the responsibility of making ‘good Indians’ out of bad 

(83),” and he subsequently turned the once agriculturally rich Batangas province into a wasteland. 
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 The most important work of the Critical School is Stuart Creighton Miller’s Benevolent 

Assimilation, published in 1982. It is a grand condemnation of “America’s exaggerated sense of 

innocence” in both its domestic and foreign affairs, delivered on the heels of America’s 

involvement in Vietnam. Miller argued that American imperialists were able to challenge the 

nation’s prior anti-colonialism and blend brazen economic and colonial expansion with the 

religious paternalism and condescending racism of the “white man’s burden,” but even their 

opponents in the Anti-Imperialist league were often supportive of the “informal” imperialism of 

economic domination and were frequently themselves “race-haters.”8 In the Philippines, the 

military officials were incompetent diplomats who intentionally started the war and conducted a 

brutal pacification campaign in a “lawless spirit” reminiscent of the Indian Wars. The war 

concluded shortly after the atrocities committed on Samar and in the Batangas province, and the 

American public briefly reacted in horror before quickly suppressing its memory and pretending 

that the war never happened. Miller refers to this as the “triumph” of American innocence. In a 

final condemnation, he stated the Philippine War had been akin to the infamous Mylai massacre 

in 1968, in which American forces slaughtered an entire Vietnamese village and buried them in a 

mass grave.9 Benevolent Assimilation has remained the touchstone work in this school, drawing 

strong praise and sharp criticism. 

                                                        
8Stuart Creighton Miller, Benevolent Assimilation: The American Conquest of the Philippines, 1899-1903 (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), 1-12, 15-24, 119, 123. Miller’s work blends social, political, and military 

history, effectively synthesizing works akin to Wolff’s Little Brown Brother, Roth’s Muddy Glory, and Welch’s 

Response to Imperialism.  
9 Miller, Benevolent Assimilation, 55-56, 58-62, 188, 253, 267. Citing the U.S. Adjutant General’s Office, 

Correspondence Relating to the War with Spain, vol. 2, 846-48, Miller opposed the claim that the war started due to 

an unfortunate, accidental exchange of fire, claiming that “a much better case can be made for indicting General Otis 

and the U.S. army for starting the war. It is easy enough to gather evidence that these soldiers, from privates to 

generals, were “just itching to get at the niggers.” He outlined American reconnaissance, troop positioning, and 

hardheaded demands made against the Filipinos to bolster this point (58-62). Miller also claimed that 

correspondence from American troops indicates that “clearly these soldiers had been ordered to take no prisoners 

and to kill the wounded (188).” He also wrote that “when the [imperialist] dream soured, the American people 

neither reacted with very much indignation, nor did they seem to retreat to their cherished political principles. If 
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The Response from the Reactionary School 

 In response to the growing body of criticism, the “Reactionary School” emerged in the 

early 1970s. Largely presented by military historians, this school did not attempt to deny 

American atrocities but instead placed them within the war’s wider context, presenting a 

conflicting blend of American “benevolence” and misrule. Like the Critical School, these 

perspectives in scholarship have also persisted until the present day due to the increasing 

ubiquity of critical views on American foreign policy.  

 A common criticism stemming from the Reactionary School is that Critical scholarship 

focuses exclusively on American crimes in the Philippines while ignoring the effectiveness of 

the “policy of attraction,” which stemmed from McKinley’s “Benevolent Assimilation” 

proclamation. John Morgan Gates detailed the social development efforts undertaken by 

American soldiers in Manila, claiming that their work in instituting sanitation systems, health 

services, education, a judicial system, and commerce greatly improved the city and mirrored the 

work of progressive reformers in the United States. Peter W. Stanley focused on American civil 

governance in the islands and its relationship with the Filipino elites, or ilustrados, and 

demonstrated how many of them tentatively welcomed American rule since they believed that 

“an independent sovereign Philippine state was at the present time neither possible nor desirable” 

due to the diverse and disjointed nature of the islands. He also claimed that the policy of 

attraction produced a “happy confluence of American and Filipino ideals.” Both Gates and 

Stanley concluded that the policy of attraction was effective in part because it overlapped with 

the goals of the Filipino Revolutionaries in their earlier resistance to Spain.10 

                                                        
anything, they seemed to take their cues from their leader in the White House by first putting out of mind all the 

sordid episodes in the conquest, and then forgetting the entire war itself (253).” 
10 John Morgan Gates, Schoolbooks and Krags: The United States Army in the Philippines, 1898-1902 (Westport, 

CT: Greenwood Press Inc., 1973), 54-67, 276. This work is included in the series “Contributions to Military 
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Brian McAllister Linn claimed that the policy of attraction was meant to win the hearts of 

the Filipinos and detailed how benevolent policies such as education and municipal development 

were effective in separating civilians from guerrilla bands, earning the allegiance of the former 

and often causing the latter to surrender. In a follow-up work, he detailed the civil development 

on the Island of Negros, which would form a precedent for benevolent pacification. David J. 

Silbey detailed the actions of Corporal Herbert Reddy, who constructed a school and provided 

food and medical attention in a poor village under his command. Silbey claimed that “none of 

this was high drama” but that “America’s control of the Philippines was built on hundreds if not 

thousands of similar situations.”11 

 Another criticism from the Reactionary school is that Critical scholarship is overly 

cynical in its analysis of the start of the war. Whereas Agoncillo and Guerrero implied what 

Miller outright claimed – that the Americans started the war intentionally – scholars from the 

reactionary school have emphasized the unintended outbreak of hostilities. John Morgan Gates 

admitted that American ignorance and naivety were highly detrimental but emphasized their 

humanitarian concerns and claimed that the war began due to an unplanned and unintended 

exchange of fire. Subsequent deployments were defensive and the policy of attraction was 

continued in the hope of ending the conflict. Peter W. Stanley likewise claimed that the war 

                                                        
History.” Gates served in the United States Army from 1961-1963, and his academic career included a visiting 

professorship at the Military Academy at West Point from 1995-1996. It is worth noting that Gates highlighted the 

Anglo-Saxon, Protestant, and upper-middle class nature of the troops (67); Peter W. Stanley, A Nation in the 

Making: The Philippines and the United States, 1899-1921 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1974), 59, 

75-76, 268-269. His treatment of events during the war is primarily a political history. 
11 Brian McAllister Linn, The U.S. Army and Counterinsurgency in the Philippine War, 1899-1902 (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1989), 164. This work was researched and written in part due to a grant from the 

U.S. Army Military History Institute; Brian McAllister Linn, The Philippine War, 1899-1902 (Lawrence: University 

of Kansas Press, 2000), 76-77. This volume is probably the most important work from the reactionary school since it 

serves as a highly detailed military history as well as a strong critique of Miller’s Benevolent Assimilation; David J. 

Silbey, A War of Frontier and Empire: The Philippine-American War, 1899-1902 (New York: Farrar, Straus, and 

Giroux, 2013), 183-184. 
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began due to a “minor incident.” Brian McAllister Linn accused Miller of presenting a “tortuous 

circumstantial argument” that ignored the fact that U.S. forces were generally ill-prepared for a 

conflict and were still expecting additional reinforcements.12 

The emphasis on brutality found in Wolff, Roth, and Miller has also come under fire 

from Reactionary scholarship. In general, the responses highlight the Critical School’s lack of 

nuance on the topic. Gates claimed that the official policy was one of benevolence and that 

soldiers who abused Filipinos were immediately punished, adding that the atrocities committed 

on Samar were a “disastrous” aberration that did not represent wider American practice. Stanley 

admitted American brutality, but added that there were “atrocities on both sides.” In an article 

from 1984, Gates also addressed the question of war related deaths, adding that they were due to 

some extent to factors beyond American control such as previous Spanish pacification efforts, 

cholera epidemics, and even the Filipino Revolutionaries themselves. Linn stated that he did not 

wish to defend American brutality, but claimed that the common view of an “orgy of racism and 

atrocities” in the Philippines was unsupported by the evidence and that the behavior of the troops 

varied significantly.13 

Elsewhere, Linn characterized Miller’s treatment of General Otis as a bloodthirsty war 

monger as “perverse” and defended his role in the policy of attraction. Addressing Miller’s claim 

that regarding the troops’ “lawless spirit,” Linn conceded that the “torch was applied all to freely 

by the volunteers” but argued that a large portion of impressments and food requisitions were 

                                                        
12 Gates, Schoolbooks and Krags, 76-87; Stanley, A Nation in the Making, 51; Linn, The Philippine War, 53. 
13 Gates, Schoolbooks and Krags, 216, 254; Stanley, A Nation in the Making, 51; John Morgan Gates, “War-Related 

Deaths in the Philippines, 1898-192,” Pacific Historical Review 53, no. 3 (August 1984): 376, accessed October 14, 

2018, JSTOR. Linn also detailed wartime cruelty committed by Filipino Revolutionaries in The Philippine War: 

“[General Antonio] Luna ordered the thorough destruction of any village given up to the enemy, and his troops 

complied with cruel efficiency (99);” Linn, The U.S. Army and Counterinsurgency, xiii. 10. For example, Linn states 

here that some of General Merritt’s soldiers “took pride in this noble purpose” of the policy of attraction but that 

others “robbed civilians, wrote bad credit vouchers, got drunk, and referred to the Filipinos as ‘niggers.’”   
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conducted within established laws of warfare and that affected civilians were compensated for 

their losses. Furthermore, only 57 genuine war crimes were recorded in the entire archipelago 

and many of these stemmed from severe psychological trauma upon witnessing the mutilation 

and torture of U.S. troops at the hands of Filipino revolutionaries. While acknowledging the 

carnage on Samar and in the Batangas province, Linn concluded that the view that they represent 

the entire campaign is “one of the great historical fallacies of the war” and claimed that Miller’s 

likening of the conflict to the Mylai massacre was an anachronism that has contributed to some 

“very bad history.” Silbey also addressed Samar, claiming that it was “largely an aberration in 

the American effort” but that it “does not excuse it.” Highlighting the quick reconciliation 

between Americans and Filipinos after the war and the “strong alliance” that has persisted up to 

the present day, Silbey claimed that “had the war truly been universally vicious, it seems deeply 

unlikely that the Filipinos would have reconciled themselves to the Americans so quickly.”14 

Addendum: The Critical School, Continued 

 Critical perspectives on the Philippine-American War continue to be published. In a 

similar manner to scholars who viewed the Philippine-American War through the interpretive 

lens of Vietnam, several contemporary historians have viewed the conflict with in light of the 

War on Terror and the War in Iraq. Alfred W. McCoy has analyzed the conflict with an emphasis 

on American intelligence gathering and the surveillance state, highlighting important lessons and 

parallels in the hope of “mitigating some future foreign policy disaster like that of Iraq.” 

Likewise, Michael H. Hunt and Steven I. Levine have provided a history of the rise and fall of 

American imperialism in the Pacific and likened it to the War in Iraq, claiming that “U.S. 

                                                        
14 Linn, The Philippine War, 29, 123-124, 306, 328; Silbey, A War of Frontier and Empire, 196, 207-208, 218. It 

should be noted that, currently, Filipino-American relations have soured, with President Rodrigo Duterte attempting 

to pivot the Philippines towards a greater relationship with China in the hope of economic investment. 
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policymakers have ignored or have deliberately forgotten the lessons from the conflicts in 

eastern Asia.”15 This theme of gleaning lessons from the prior combat is prevalent in both works. 

McCoy’s argues that American pacification efforts and the establishment of municipal policing 

and intelligence gathering during the guerilla phase of the conflict sparked the gradual 

development of the modern surveillance state, resulting in recurring suppression of civil liberties 

in both the Philippines and the United States ever since. Hunt and Levine’s work argues that 

American imperial expansion in the Philippines would ruin America’s image in the Pacific and 

set us on a collision course with Japan. This first imperial endeavor was justified by its so-called 

civilizing mission, a justification that is still in use today.16 

 Recent articles have also continued the critical emphasis on American racism and cruelty 

in the Philippines. Paul A. Kramer praised Stuart Creighton Miller’s Benevolent Assimilation 

thesis and argued that the conflict could be described as a “race war” in which Americans 

emphasized their Anglo-Saxon superiority over the “tribalized” Filipinos as justification for their 

abusive behavior. In a similar manner, James Grant Crawford researched military documentation 

and concluded, like Russell Roth and Miller in the 1980s, that American forces “equated 

Filipinos with Native American peoples through their fierce, yet ultimately fruitless resistance.” 

                                                        
15 Alfred W. McCoy, Policing America’s Empire: The United States, The Philippines, and the Rise of the 

Surveillance State (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2009), 4-5; Michael H. Hunt and Steven I. Levine, Arc 

of Empire: America’s Wars in Asia from the Philippines to Vietnam (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 

Press, 2012), 7. 
16 McCoy, Policing America’s Empire, 18, 34-35, 54. In the concluding chapter, McCoy wrote “Just as Spain had 

developed the world’s most advanced sixteenth-century state through its conquest of the Americas, so the United 

States realized the coercive potential of its new information technologies from its colonization of the Philippines. 

Empire, any empire, makes the state more self-consciously scientific in the application of its power (521);” Hunt and 

Levine, Arc of Empire, 59-62, 274. They wrote that “To see each of the Asian wars in isolation is to miss what U.S. 

policymakers themselves viewed as America’s pacific destiny. This mélange of imperial, commercial, religious, and 

cultural ambitions was leavened by the conceit of America’s mission to uplift and democratize the peoples of 

Eastern Asia and secure them against internal and external foes. By extension, we should see the occupations of Iraq 

and Afghanistan and the broad and open-ended battle against ‘terrorism’ as part of a history that long antedates 

September 11, 2011 (274).” 
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Rod Paschall criticized Brian McAllister Linn’s The Philippine War, drawing attention to the 

unnecessary brutality of the successful pacification campaign in light of the pointless strategic 

“disaster” of McKinley’s decision to annex the Philippines. Finally, Allen E.S. Lumba argued  

that the fusion of racism, capitalism, and empire justified the targeting of under-developed 

nations and inspired the introduction of a new coinage system in the Philippines that would spurn 

consumerism, thus civilizing the natives and aiding the acceptance of American imperial 

control.17 

Conclusion 

 In the early days of Philippine-American War historiography, scholars were largely 

supportive of the American colonial project in the Philippines. This position became untenable 

with the advent of the Critical School in the 1960s, which condemned the affair from the 

perspective of Filipino nationalism and the New Left. The war in Vietnam became an 

interpretive lens that was embraced by some and critiqued by others, but in either case the 

occurrence of the Vietnam War and its relationship to the Philippine conflict became an object of 

scholarly discussion. More recent work has also viewed the war through the prism of a 

contemporary conflict, in this case the Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. As a diverse but loosely 

united school, these scholars addressed the problems of American brutality, racism, and misrule 

in the Philippines while highlighting the supportive, apathetic, or willfully ignorant responses to 

the conflict in the United States. In their view, America’s first foray as a global and imperial 

                                                        
17 Paul A. Kramer, “Race-Making and Colonial Violence in the U.S. Empire: The Philippine-American War as Race 

War,” Diplomatic History 30, no. 2 (April 2006): 171, 185, accessed October 12, 2018, EBSCOhost; James Grant 

Crawford, “‘Civilize ‘Em With a Krag!’: Punitive Violence and the American Mission of Uplift, 1900,” Journal of 

the North Carolina Association of Historians 17, (April 2009): 167, accessed October 14, 2018, EBSCOhost; Rod 

Paschall, “Folly in the Philippines,” MHQ: The Quarterly Journal of Military History 23, no. 1 (2010): 80, 87; Allan 

E.S. Lumba, “Imperial Standards: Colonial Currencies, Racial Capacities, and Economic Knowledge During the 

Philippine-American War,” Diplomatic History 39, no. 4 (September 2015): 604, 615-616, 622, accessed October 

21, 2018, EBSCOhost. 
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power was a disaster for both the Philippines and for America’s image and integrity, and the 

enduring ignorance of the lessons it offers is a serious liability that must be addressed. 

 The Reactionary School in the early 1970s did not attempt to revive the fawning and 

unquestionably supportive perspectives in pre-critical scholarship but instead challenged the 

growing dominance of the Critical school by addressing the complexity of American 

involvement in the islands, highlighting the effectiveness of the policy of attraction and Filipino 

cooperation while arguing that American military behavior was not uniform and varied from 

benevolent to criminally brutal and abusive. While acknowledging American misbehavior, they 

sought to contextualize it by highlighting the nature of the conflict without immediately resorting 

to racism as an explanation. The ferocious pacification efforts on Samar and in the Batangas 

province were monstrous and deserve condemnation, but they do not fully represent American 

military behavior in the islands.18  

 In the final analyses, it would appear that the Critical School is winning the day. The 

Reactionary position is largely informed by military historians who do not have the same 

intellectual influence as the left-wing academics who have been continuously bolstered in their 

perspectives by the increasing importance of race as a category of historical analyses and the 

continuing fallout of America’s unnecessary and highly detrimental military voyeurism abroad. 

Americans on both left and right have continuously grown weary of imperialism in light of 

global instability and a massive national debt. Thus the Critical School has remained relevant 

beyond the Philippine-American War, even if the general public is unaware of the conflict. On 

                                                        
18 Linn, The Philippine War, 328: “After a century of portrayal largely in the context of current sensibilities, a re-

evaluation of military operations during the Philippine War is long overdue. The imperialist myth of selfless 

Americans saving their ‘little brown brothers’ from the violent tyranny of Aguinaldo and the Tagalogs has long been 

discredited. The current view of a brutal and racist soldiery slaughtering defenseless natives has been unchallenged 

for far too long. The actual war was a far more complex and challenging phenomenon than either of these superficial 

interpretations acknowledge.”  
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the other hand, the Reactionary School has virtually nothing to say on the debate over the wider 

issue American imperialism, and instead attempts to exculpate American personnel of what they 

see as unduly harsh charges of atrocities during the war itself. Given its emphasis, its defensive 

posture, and its relative insularity, it is hard to imagine that it could exceed the Critical School’s 

influence.  
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Michael Weiss 

Katyn Massacre and Polish Genocide 

 The Polish people experienced intense political and military turmoil during World War 

II. Poland found itself surrounded by enemies and would be jointly carved up by the Soviet 

Union and Nazi Germany. The Soviet occupied territory of Eastern Poland endured politically 

motivated killings, mass deportations and massacres. The Soviets desired to eliminate every 

aspect of the Polish national identity and sources of resistance, ensuring their hold over Polish 

territory remained secure. The Katyn Massacre was the largest organized massacre of Polish 

people perpetrated by the Soviets and saw the execution of 20,000 Polish military officers, 

gendarmes, intelligence officers, political officials and other “counterrevolutionaries.” This 

massacre, when grouped with the mass deportations to the Eastern Soviet Union, the Prison 

Massacres and NKVD killings, indicates that the Soviet Union carried out a genocide against the 

Polish people. According to the United Nations definition of genocide, with the personal 

inclusion of political groups, the Soviet Union perpetrated an organized genocide against the 

Polish people in hopes of shattering their national unity and identity. 

To understand the roots of Polish treatment by the Soviets, one must understand the 

complex relationship that existed between the two groups. George Sanford, in Katyn and the 

Soviet Massacre of 1940: Truth, Justice and Memory, observes that, “The relationship between 

Poland and Russia has been described as an ‘age-old antagonism’ which transcended the level of 

mere conflict between two major Slavonic states.”19 Prior to World War I, Poland did not exist, 

                                                        
19 George Sanford. Katyn and the Soviet Massacre of 1940 : Truth, Justice and Memory. New York, NY: Taylor & Francis 
Group, 2014. 5. 
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and modern-day Poland was split territorially between the Austro-Hungarian, German and 

Russian Empires. The end of World War I enabled the creation of the first independent Polish 

nation that had existed in over a hundred years, the Polish Second Republic. The Polish state 

immediately set out to secure its place in Eastern Europe. Field Marshall Jozef Pilsudksi worked 

to create a strong Central and Eastern European alliance in hopes of countering future Russian 

and German influence. The Russian Empire, Poland’s primary enemy, had collapsed and the 

Communist Red Army fought the reactionary White Army for control of Russia’s future. War 

between the Polish Second Republic and the future USSR seemed inevitable to the leaders of 

both nations. 

The Polish-Soviet War set in motion the events that resulted in the Molotov-Ribbentrop 

Pact. In 1919, following the Polish-Ukrainian War, the Soviet Union attacked Poland amidst the 

chaos of the Russian Civil War. The Red Army, led by Leon Trotsky, conducted a successful 

invasion of Poland until 1920. In 1920, the Soviets were defeated in the Battle of Warsaw, which 

resulted in the Peace of Riga in 1921. This defeat only increased the bitter hatred between the 

Poles and the Soviets. In 1939, the Soviet Union invaded Poland for the second time and finally 

achieved victory against the outnumbered forces of the Polish Second Republic. In 1939, with 

World War II approaching, the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany signed the Molotov-Ribbentrop 

Pact, which called for Soviet and Nazi non-aggression, alongside a joint invasion of Poland. The 

USSR obtained Eastern Poland and quickly solidified their hold on power through ethnically and 

politically motivated killings. This event was yet another episode in the long military and 

political history that existed between the Russian and Polish people. Prior to the joint invasion of 

Poland took place, the Polish genocide was well underway. 
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 The killings that occurred during the “Polish Operation” of the NKVD constitutes the 

first significant act of genocide perpetrated by the Soviets. The “Polish Operation” was the final 

and bloodiest operation in a series of national operations. By 1938, the NKVD had arrested over 

100,000 Polish people. The National Operations targeted “Anti-Soviet” minorities in the 

borderlands and saw the deportation and execution of various ethnic groups. The Soviets first 

targeted Kulaks and independent peasants because they were an obstacle to the collectivization 

of agriculture in the fertile borderlands. Bodan Musial in “The ‘Polish Operation’ of the NKVD: 

The Climax of the Terror Against the Polish Minority in the Soviet Union,” claims that the 

Soviets made a concerted effort to rid the country of capitalist and counterrevolutionary elements 

through the deportation and execution of Kulaks.20 Soviet authorities arrested 20,000 Polish 

people during this phase of the operations, with most arrests resulting in execution. The NKVD 

murder of Kulaks contributed greatly to the horrific famine that occurred between 1932 and 

1933, which resulted in over 10 million deaths.21  

Although a portion of the Polish minority fell victim to the “Kulak Operation,” the Polish 

Operation specifically targeted the Polish community inside the Soviet Union. Musial reinforces 

this when he states, “The Polish were especially targeted: they accounted for 17 percent of those 

executed during the Great Terror, despite being only 0.4 per cent of the total population.”22 The 

Soviets targeted the distrusted Polish and German minorities on the pretext of being spies and 

saboteurs for the Polish government. The NKVD openly began targeting the Polish population 

after 1933, with the height of killings occurring in 1938. According to Musial, the Soviet Union 

                                                        
20 Bodan Musial. "The ‘Polish Operation’ of the NKVD: The Climax of the Terror Against the Polish Minority in the 
Soviet Union." Journal of Contemporary History 48, no. 1 (2013) 
21 Ibid. 
22 Bodan Musial. "The ‘Polish Operation’ of the NKVD: The Climax of the Terror Against the Polish Minority in the 
Soviet Union." 108. 
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viewed the independent Polish Republic as an Imperialist bulwark against the spread of 

communism. The hatred for Polish people in the Soviet Union intensified after the disastrous 

Polish-Soviet War as well. In the eyes of the Soviets, the Polish minority were an extension of 

their Polish enemy and they suffered the most proportionally during the national operations. The 

Soviets also targeted individuals with “Pro-Polish” sympathies in these purges.23 This category 

of people included members of various other ethnic minorities. 

 The NKVD Polish Operation was the first act of the Polish genocide and it looked to 

worsen life and outright eliminate the Polish minority that lived within the Soviet Union. The 

most significant proof of this is the ethnic component of the operation and the largest 

proportional harm being done to the Polish people. The guidelines for arrest, outlined in NKVD 

order 00485, stated that, “Refugees from Poland regardless of the time of their entry into the 

USSR,” would be arrested by agents alongside anyone accused of being a member of the 

disbanded Polish Military Organization and any willing emigrant of Poland.24 The PMO was a 

Polish military organization created by Josef Pilsudski, that fought alongside the Polish Legions 

in WW1. The organization ceased to exist in 1921 but its existence provided the Soviet Union 

with the ability to make fraudulent charges for their own political gain. These orders essentially 

granted the NKVD a free hand in who they could detain and summarily execute. The “National 

Operations” show a clear genocidal intent regarding the elimination of the Polish minority in the 

Soviet Union.  

 The second act that constitutes a part of the Polish Genocide is the purposeful mass 

deportation and imprisonment of Polish people. The Soviet Union was famous for its brutal 

                                                        
23 Ibid. 
24 "Operational Order No. 00485, Aug. 11 1937 - "Polish Operation"." Msuweb.montclair.edu. Accessed May 08, 2018.  
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prison complexes, called Gulags. The Gulags were all over the Soviet Union and saw excessive 

use during the reign of Josef Stalin. The first group of Polish people to suffer at the hands of the 

Soviets were Polish POW’s of the Polish-Soviet War. The Soviet Offensives led to the capture of 

soldiers and officers who were very unlikely to ever return to Poland after war. The second 

significant internment of Polish people was during the Polish Operation of the NKVD in 1938. 

Although the Poles suffered alongside other ethnic minorities and political prisoners in the 

Gulag, their lihood to get arrested, deported and or executed was extremely high. Once the 

Soviets invaded Eastern Poland in 1939 though, they obtained a lot more Polish political and 

military prisoners.  

 The Polish prisoners who entered the Gulags after 1939 were subject to horrific genocidal 

actions. According to Allen Paul in Katyn: Stalin’s Massacre and the Seeds of Polish 

Resurrection, the USSR never formally declared war on Poland and invaded Eastern Poland 

under the pretext of maintaining order. They claimed that Polish prisoners were not POWs 

because they were effectively stateless, and war had never been declared.25 The highest number 

of Polish POW’s prior to the Katyn Massacre within all Soviet prison camps would reach 

39,331.26 The granting of citizenship by the Soviets also ensured that the Soviet Union did not 

have to follow international prisoner of war rules. The NKVD rounded up Polish people of 

different standings in society and would send them to a prison camp or “liquidate” them. Poles 

captured by the NKVD were either sent eastward to Central Asia or remained in camps that 

stood in occupied Poland, Ukraine and Belarus. The Soviets presided over the deportation of 1.2 

                                                        
25 Allen Paul. Katyn: Stalin’s Massacre and the Seeds of Polish Resurrection. Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1996. 76-78. 
26 George Sanford. Katyn and the Soviet Massacre of 1940: Truth, Justice and Memory. New York, NY: Taylor & Francis Group, 
2014. 52. 
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million Poles after the invasion, sending many Poles to collective farms in Kazakhstan.27 There 

were also many Poles who were executed by the Soviets in basements and other hidden places, 

right before being thrown into mass graves. 

 The mass deportation eastward was a death sentence for many Poles who were forced to 

endure hard labor and agricultural work under brutal conditions. The Soviet deportation of Poles 

eastward occurred in four waves, where Poles ended up in labor camps and collective farms in 

the eastern half of the Soviet Union. A directive from the head of the NKVD Lavrentiy Beria on 

March 20th, 1940 outlined the deportation of Polish families eastward. The directive stated that 

NKVD authorities were to deport the families of Polish citizens eastward for a period of ten 

years. Beria estimated the number of individual family members between 75,000-100,000 

people.28 The journey to the Eastern Steppes involved cramped train cars and starvation. 

Although in an April 10th, 1940 directive from Beria promised free hot food and 600 grams of 

bread every day, it is unlikely that prisoners ever received the full amount of food daily.29 In the 

chapter titled, “Trains to the East,” Allen Paul sheds light on the true conditions of the trains. He 

states, “There, after three thousand miles and seventeen days the journey by train ended. Along 

the way the passengers had no chance to bathe and were generally dehydrated from an acute lack 

                                                        
27 Allen Paul. Katyn: Stalin’s Massacre and the Seeds of Polish Resurrection. Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1996. 137. 
28 “Beria's Directive to the Commissar of Internal Affairs, Kazakh SSR, GB Senior Major Semyon Burdakov, on the 

Resettlement in Kazakhstan of Polish POW Families to be Deported from the Westren Oblasts of Ukraine and 

Belorussia.” in Katyń: Justice Delayed or Justice Denied? (Katyn – Siberia Documents 1939-1941). Cleveland, OH: 

School of Law, Case Western Reserve University, 2012. 

29 “Instruction on the Deportation of Specified Persons from Western Oblasts of UkSSR and BSSR.” in Katyń: Justice 
Delayed or Justice Denied? (Katyn – Siberia Documents 1939-1941). Cleveland, OH: School of Law, Case Western 
Reserve University, 2012. 
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of water. Hunger verged towards starvation.”30 Polish deportees also contracted diseases like 

dysentery and had to be buried in shallow graves along the train tracks. 

 Polish deportees sent to labor and prison camps did not fare much better than the families 

of Polish POWs. The Soviets used prisoners to augment the Soviet labor force, forcing them to 

build public works. Tadeusz Piotrowski;s book Poland’s Holocaust, Ethnic Strife, Collaboration 

with Occupying Forces and Genocide in the Second Republic, 1919-1947 briefly delves into 

labor camps. According to Piotrowski, “The interned soldiers worked in groups of twenty to 

eighty men in heat and cold with only aspirin and thermometers for their medical needs. They 

constructed airports, built roads, worked in quarries, erected bridges, hewed timber, worked as 

carpenters, and in winter, shoveled tons of snow.”31 The conditions in forced-labor camps were 

identical to those of the Gulags. Prisoners in Gulags typically worked fourteen hours a day in the 

extreme temperatures Piotrowski mentions. Prisoners were also forced to survive on meager 

rations that barely sustained them. If exhaustion did not end a prisoner’s life, it is likely they 

could succumb to violence from both prisoners and guards.32 

 The composition of the prison camps was overwhelmingly Polish after 1939 and 

undoubtedly contributed to the decision to execute the 20,000 Polish officer and soldiers in 1940. 

George Sanford’s, Katyn and the Soviet Massacre of 1940 : Truth, Justice and Memory, talks 

extensively about the Stalinist Terror and Soviet prison system. Sanford states that the NKVD 

designated special camps for Polish prisoners, three camps specifically mentioned were Koselsk, 

Starobelsk, and Ostashkov. The fact that specific Polish camps existed point to a specific 

                                                        
30 Allen Paul. Katyn: Stalin’s Massacre and the Seeds of Polish Resurrection. Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1996. 125. 
31 Tadeusz Piotrowski. Poland’s Holocaust: Ethnic Strife, Collaboration with Occupying Forces and Genocide in the Second Republic; 
1918-1947. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2007. 16. 
32 "Gulag: Soviet Forced Labor Camps and the Struggle for Freedom." Gulag: Many Days, Many Lives. Accessed May 
08, 2018. 



 

© West Chester University. 2019. All rights reserved. 

targeting of the Polish people, which is a condition of genocide. According to statistic collected 

by Stanford, The Koselsk camp had a total of 4,486 prisoners, 4,347 of which were Polish and 

the Starobelsk camp held 3,828 Poles out of a prison population of 3,908.33 The rest of those 

numbers were a small mixture of Jews, Ukrainians, Germans, Belarussians, etc. The men who 

lived in the three NKVD special camps would perish in the Katyn Massacre. 

 It is also significant to look at the ranks and former occupations of prisoners within these 

camps. Lavrentiy Beria, states in a memorandum to Josef Stalin in 1940 that, “The prisoner-of-

war camps are holding a total (not counting the soldiers and the NCOs) of 14,736 former 

officers, officials, landowners, police, gendarmes, prison guards, [military] settlers, and 

intelligence agents, who are more than 97 percent Polish by nationality.” After this statement, 

there is a numerical breakdown of the prisoners based upon their rank and occupation. Included 

in this document are 609 former landowners, officials and factory owners, along with 6,127 

Polish refugees.34 The inclusion of refugees and civilians reveals that the Soviet intentions 

regarding the Polish were more than political. Most of these individuals had been rounded up by 

the NKVD during the Polish Operation, when the Soviets clearly sought to diminish the Polish 

population in Ukraine and Belarus. A majority of the population would be executed during the 

Katyn Massacre, claiming the lives of over 20,000 Polish officers, politicians, intellectuals and 

civilians. 

                                                        
33   George Sanford. Katyn and the Soviet Massacre of 1940: Truth, Justice and Memory. New York, NY: Taylor & Francis 
Group, 2014. 54. 
34 “Beria Memorandum to Joseph Stalin Proposing the Execution of the Polish Officers, Gendarmes, Police, Military 
Settlers, and Others in the Three Special POW Camps, Along with Those Held in the Prisons of the Western Regions of 
Ukraine and Belorussia.” in Katyń: Justice Delayed or Justice Denied? (Katyn – Siberia Documents 1939-1941). 
Cleveland, OH: School of Law, Case Western Reserve University, 2012. 
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Another event that makes the deportation and imprisonment of Polish people a part of the 

Polish genocide are the NKVD Prison Massacres of 1941. On June 22nd, 1941 Nazi Germany 

violated the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and attacked the Soviet Union. The unprepared Soviets 

quickly retreated from Eastern Poland deeper into the Soviet Union. The hasty evacuation of one 

hundred prison camps based in Eastern Poland resulted in the mass execution or movement of 

prisoners eastward.35 They would extrajudicially kill a total of 100,000 prisoners of various 

nationalities. Timothy Snyder’s, Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin estimates that 

9,817 of the 100,000 victims of the Prison Massacre were Polish.36 The bodies of prisoners were 

often left in the prisons or put into mass graves. The Germans found most of these sights and 

attempted to use them as Anti-Soviet propaganda.  

The final event that makes up the Polish genocide was the Katyn Massacre, where the 

Soviets killed 20,000 Polish officers and officials and buried them haphazardly in the Katyn 

forest. To solidify their hold over the newly acquired Polish territory, the NKVD planned to 

terminate all potential resistance. On March 5, 1940 Stalin officially approved Beria’s proposal 

to execute the Polish officials and it was quickly done. When the Nazis attacked the Soviet 

Union in 1941, the advancing Germans stumbled upon a mass grave within the Katyn forest. 

Upon investigation, the Germans were able to determine that the mass graves were the result of a 

Soviet massacre of Polish officials. The Soviets denied the accusation and attempted to blame 

the Germans for the massacre. The Propaganda Minister of Nazi Germany, Joseph Goebbels, 

seized upon this discovery and hoped to drive a wedge between the Allies and the Soviet Union. 

While he was ultimately unsuccessful, Goebbels was able to prove through a neutral delegation 
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of investigators that the Soviets perpetrated the massacre. The Soviets would not admit to this 

atrocity until 1990.  

 When analyzing Soviet documents, it becomes very clear that there was a genocidal 

intention regarding the Polish people. In the March 5, 1940 memorandum to Josef Stalin, Beria 

outlines his hatred of the Polish people. He believes that the Polish prisoners “…are all sworn 

enemies of Soviet power, filled with hatred for the Soviet system of government.”37 The most 

chilling part of the memorandum is the recommendation of the, “Supreme Punishment, 

[execution by,] shooting.” Also important is the organized and bureaucratic nature of the 

massacre. Katyn: A Crime Without Punishment, written by various authors, describes the month-

long preparation for the massacre of Polish prisoners. The Massacre proceeded in three phases, 

which led to the consolidation of records and information, deportation of prisoner families to the 

Kazakhstan SSR and the preparation of prisoners for execution. The Soviet government 

meticulously checked and re-checked prisoner records before sending them on prisoner 

transports. The NKVD then proceeded to move them from the prison camps to the spot of their 

planned execution in the Katyn Forest.38 

 Out of all the atrocities the Poles endured at the hands of the Soviet Union, the one that 

resonates the most in the Polish collective memory is undoubtedly the Katyn Massacre. In 1944, 

the Soviet led Burdenko Commission “investigated” the Katyn Massacre and declared the 

Germans were responsible. After World War II ended, the Poles technically received an 
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independent state. The Polish People’s Republic proclaimed their “independence” in 1947, 

becoming a Soviet satellite state. The Soviet Union restricted all discussion and teaching of the 

Katyn Massacre and the event faded into the background. In 1990 though, Mikhail Gorbachev 

released documents that admitted Soviet guilt. In 2010, Russian President Dimitry Medvedev 

presided over a ceremony that commemorated the Katyn Massacre on its 70th anniversary. A 

plane carrying prominent Polish officials crashed on the way to the ceremony due to fatal 

navigation errors and heavy fog though. In response to this tragedy, Russian television aired the 

movie Katyn for the first time. Although there are few who still deny Russian involvement, the 

Katyn Massacre is generally accepted as an atrocity perpetrated by the Soviet Union. Polish and 

Russian relations remain strained today though because of Poland’s NATO membership and an 

increase in Russian aggression. 

 The Katyn Massacre was the culmination of various genocidal operations and activities 

perpetrated by the Soviets between 1930 and 1940. The NKVD operations and mass deportations 

of “dangerous” Poles set the stage for the massacre and influenced the ultimate decision to 

execute the prisoners. The debate over Stalin’s true motives continue today, but one likely 

conclusion is that he feared that the Polish prisoners could not be “re-educated” and needed to be 

eliminated.39 All three actions analyzed together reveal that the Soviets desired to kill off and 

eliminate part of the Polish population and the Polish national identity. The Soviets also pursued 

genocidal policies against other national minorities like the Ukrainians and Byelorussians. The 

atrocities explained in this paper fit within the UN definition of genocide, with the inclusion of 
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political groups, and if one was to use the analytical framework of the UN, it is easy to find the 

proper conditions for a genocide existing in Poland and the Soviet Union. 
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