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Virden, Jenel  

University of Hull, UK, Senior Lecturer, Director of Studies American Studies  

United States Army Chaplains in World War Two: A Struggle with Morality  

The United States’ sense of justice was very much behind its entrance into the Second World War.  

Presidential rhetoric reflected the belief that the United States had been drawn into a conflict but 

that the “American people, in their righteous might,” would win that war.  The incongruity of linking 

war to righteousness was not new to World War Two or to the United States.  While many aspects of 

war and religion have been explored by scholars of history, religion, politics and literature, to name a 

few, this lecture will analyze the work of the US Army Chaplains Corps in the Second World War and 

its struggle with issues of morality during a time of war.  Military chaplains were in charge of looking 

after both the morale and the morality of servicemen and women in their charge.  While chaplains 

who served in both training camps and on the battle field spent little time reflecting on the morality 

of combat, as demonstrated in their diaries, memoirs and letters, they spent a great deal of their 

time attempting to save the souls of servicemen with regard to alcohol, indecent pastimes and 

prostitution.  From the archival records of the Chief of Chaplains it is clear that these religious 

counsellors for men in uniform, from all denominations, worked to maintain men’s moral purity.  

Their correspondence contained in Chief of Chaplains William Arnold’s files, narrates a story of the 

moral complexities n wartime circumstances.  

Dr Jenel Virden, Senior Lecture, American Studies, University of Hull, UK.  PhD University of 

Washington, Seattle USA (1992), MA Washington State University, Pullman USA (1983), BA 

Washington State University (1981).  Publication sample:  Good-bye-Piccadilly: British War 

Brides in America (University of Illinois Press, 1996); Americans and the Wars of the 

Twentieth Century (Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); “United States Army Chaplains and 

Magazines:  Censorship in World War II” in (ed.) Athina Karatzogianni Violence and War in 

Culture and the Media: Five Disciplinary Lenses (Routledge, 2012); “Warm Beer and Cold 

Canons: US Army Chaplains and Alcohol Consumption in World War Two” forthcoming 

Journal of American Studies.  Past board member and Secretary British Association for 

American Studies.  Past board member and Secretary General European Association for 

American Studies. Co-editor European Journal of American Studies. 

Müller, Timo   

Universität Augsburg, Germany   

War, Hero-Worship, and the Emergence of the African American Sonnet  

"When Claude McKay’s “If We Must Die” was published to immediate success in 1919, it put on the 

map a genre that had been quietly developing for several decades: the African American sonnet. “If 



We Must Die” was one of several sonnets McKay wrote in response to the race riots of 1919, which 

had been sparked by resentments against black soldiers returning from World War I and black 

workers hired as part of the war effort. It shares this formative impulse with a number of sonnets 

from the late nineteenth century in which leading African American poets and intellectuals debated 

the disappointments following the Civil War. It is the purpose of this lecture to trace the forgotten 

history of the early African American sonnet and to demonstrate the crucial role of war and war 

memory in its emergence. 

Both the Civil War and World War I were greeted as liberatory events by a majority of African 

Americans. Beyond the hope for emancipation in the Civil War, spokesmen like Frederick Douglass 

saw military service as the best path to full citizenship, an expectation echoed by W. E. B. Du Bois and 

other leading figures during World War I. Neither war resulted in substantial civil rights 

improvements, however, and white enthusiasm for black soldiering quickly turned into indifference 

or even aggression. Under these circumstances, African American intellectuals felt called upon to 

continue the battle with their pens, especially after Reconstruction, when the grave consequences of 

“losing the peace” became apparent. Southern determination and Northern indifference sent the 

black intellectual elite scrambling for strategies to reinscribe the emancipatory ideals of the war into 

public memory. 

The sonnet was a particularly suitable medium for such reinscription because it combined the 

cultural authority of the European poetic heritage with a long tradition of hero-worship that could be 

appropriated for the commemoration of black war heroes and civil rights activists. The first part of 

my lecture will examine the uses to which leading African American writers of the day (especially 

Paul Laurence Dunbar and T. Thomas Fortune) put the hero sonnet in the debates over the legacy of 

the Civil War. My focus will be on subversive and transformative adaptations of the form, which 

become apparent when their sonnets are read against either the European tradition or 

assimilationist sonnets by minor black writers. The second part of the lecture will discuss the sonnets 

written during and after World War I, which deviated radically from mainstream poetry. They were 

unusually optimistic during the war as they rehearsed the hope for civil rights gains through military 

service. After the disappointments of the post-war period, however, they developed the self-

confident, aggressive attitude evinced by McKay’s “If We Must Die”—an attitude that inaugurated 

the next phase in the history of the African American sonnet and contributed decisively to the 

emergence of the Harlem Renaissance."  

Timo Müller teaches American Studies at the University of Augsburg, Germany, where he 

obtained his PhD in 2009. His research interests include modernism, ecocriticism, and African 

American studies. He has published on these and related topics in journals including Anglia, 

Journal of Modern Literature, and Twentieth-Century Literature. His dissertation, which won 

the Bavarian American Academy Prize for best dissertation of the year, was published as The 

Self as Object in Modernist Fiction: James, Joyce, Hemingway. He is co-editor of English and 

American Studies: Theory and Practice, a textbook in use at a number of German universities, 

and of Literature, Ecology, Ethics: Recent Trends in Ecocriticism. In 2011 he was an Erasmus 

guest instructor at Ege University, Izmir, Turkey. He is currently completing his second book 

project, “The African American Sonnet,” for which he has received an Eccles Centre Visiting 

Fellowship in North American Studies at the British Library, London. In 2012/13 he is a 



visiting fellow at the Du Bois Institute for African and African American Research, Harvard 

University. 

Mehring, Frank  

Radboud University Nijmegen, chair of American Studies  

The European Gap: Media, Memory, and American Cultures of Liberation  

The paradigmatic shift from national to transnational concepts in American studies identifies the US 

as an interlocking network of commercial, political, and cultural forces. American politics, economy, 

and culture had a decisive impact on the liberation and cultural imaginary of Europe after World War 

II, as well as the reconfiguration of a “New Europe” after 1989. We are likely to be reminded of the 

power of iconic images in 2014 and 2015, when Europe will be celebrating its liberation from the Nazi 

terror regime through “Operation Market Garden,” the “Rhineland Offensive,” the battles in 

Normandy, Stalingrad, and Berlin. In my talk, I will investigate the ongoing impact of American visual 

narratives of liberation, occupation, and reconstruction on constructions of national and European 

identities. The current development of a multi-media project on virtual and physical liberation routes 

encourages people to actively engage with sites of memory, trace moments of Euro-American 

contact zones, and re-discover the birth of a “New Europe.” Six decades of media productions, 

cultural diplomacy, and the use of smart power (Joseph Nye) continue to shape our cultural memory 

of the American intervention in Europe. Taking the shifting narratives of mediating and 

memorializing the liberation in the Netherlands and Germany as test cases, I will ask: What kind of 

audio-visual strategies did the European Recovery Program (otherwise known as the Marshall Plan) 

employ in order to overcome national chauvinism, ethnic confrontations, and language barriers? 

What kind of processes regarding cultural translation, cultural diplomacy, and remediation are at 

work in audio-visual advertisements regarding nation building and fostering supranational identities? 

What continuities and changes can we trace in an American rhetoric of exceptionalism and culture of 

liberation? By remapping the complex media campaigns of the Marshall Plan from the perspective of 

transnational studies with an emphasis on remediation, self-Americanization, and cultural mobility, I 

will show how the cultural dimension of the Marshall Plan can help us to better understand and 

overcome what I call the European Gap – namely the discrepancy between the cultural imaginary of 

the European Union and the practices among the nation.  

Frank Mehring, professor of American Studies at Radboud University, Nijmegen. He teaches 

20th and 21st century visual culture, theories of popular culture, ethnic modernism, and 

processes of cultural translation in a transatlantic context. He recently received the biennial 

EAAS Rob Kroes Award for his monograph The Democratic Gap as the best book manuscript 

in Europe in American Studies (Winter: 2013, forthcoming). Professor Mehring is the author 

of Sphere Melodies (Metzler: 2003), which examines the inter-mediary work of the avant-

garde artists Charles Ives and John Cage. In 2004, he published a biography on the German-

American freedom fighter Charles Follen (Ferber: 2004) and edited his writings under the 

title Between Nativists and Foreigners (Lang: 2007). With Stefan L. Brandt, he edited 

Transcultural Spaces: Challenges of Urbanity, Ecology, and the Environment in the New 

Millennium (Narr: 2010). Frank Mehring has been a member of the German National Merit 

Foundation, he was awarded a DAAD stipend at the music department of Harvard University 

(1997-8) and a Fulbright American Studies Fellowship to the Department of English and 



American Literature and Language at Harvard University (2004-5). After 2006, Mehring 

worked as an assistant professor at the John F. Kennedy-Institute for North American 

Studies/Free University of Berlin and from 2009-2012 as a guest professor. In 2008 and 2009, 

he was a fellow at the Smithsonian American Art Museum and the National Portrait Gallery in 

Washington, D.C. He offered courses on popular culture in Euro-American contexts to visiting 

American undergraduate students in the Berlin European Studies Program of the Free 

University Berlin. In 2011, Mehring organized and moderated the first international 

symposium on the German-American artist Winold Reiss at the Freie Universität Berlin.  

Ricard, Serge  

Sorbonne Nouvelle (University of Paris III)  

The U.S. and the Birth of the Permanent Court of Arbitration, Or Hague Tribunal: The Lukewarm 

Embrace of International Peace and Justice  

"The purpose of the proposed lecture is to examine the United States’ timid commitment to the 

cause of disarmament and arbitration at the turn of the 19th century and its role at the First and 

Second Hague Peace Conferences in 1899 and 1907, respectively. If the Central Commission for 

Navigation on the Rhine set up in 1815 is the oldest international organization in the world the 

Permanent Court of Arbitration established in 1899 is the oldest institution for the settlement of 

international disputes. The birth of the PCA involved a number of U.S. players, presidents of course—

William McKinley who responded to Czar Nicholas II’s suggestion in 1899 of a peace conference to be 

held at The Hague, Theodore Roosevelt who, the Big Stick notwithstanding, called for the Second 

Hague Conference in 1907, William Howard Taft who, unlike his predecessor, really took arbitration 

to heart and devoted much of his energy to the League to Enforce Peace after the outbreak of World 

War One—but also prominent actors of the American political scene, John Hay, Alfred T. Mahan, 

Elihu Root, Andrew D. White, and especially steel magnate, pacifist  and philanthropist Andrew 

Carnegie whose generous donation helped build the Peace Palace in the Hague 

The advent of the Permanent Court of Arbitration coincided with the irruption of the United States 

on the world stage following the Spanish-American War, at a time when new means of 

communication brought the great powers and lesser ones closer together, with the concomitant rise 

of pacifism in the early 20th century. The first two developments made the U.S. willing to play a 

greater role in the international arena but unwilling to divest itself of its newly acquired clout, 

especially in the Western Hemisphere. Realpolitik under the leadership of Theodore Roosevelt, 

particularly the issue of preparedness and the primacy of questions of national honor and national 

interest, would clash with the idealism of the proponents of arbitration. In addition, the U.S. Senate’s 

jealous preservation of its foreign policy prerogatives and its continued opposition to foreign 

entanglements would dampen the zeal of international agreement enthusiasts. And the Great War, 

which interrupted the Hague Court’s activities, was a cruel blow to the pursuit of conflict resolution 

by arbitration. 

The PCA is less known than the three courts that came into being in its wake, the Permanent Court of 

International Justice (1922), established by the League of Nations, the International Court of Justice 

(1946) which replaced it, the principal judicial organ of the United Nations, and the International 

Criminal Court, of which the United States is not a member-nation, inaugurated in 2002 after the 

Rome Statute (1998) came into force. The Permanent Court of Arbitration, however, was a 



pioneering creation that eventually opened the way to greater peaceful cooperation between 

nations and enlarged the struggle for stricter international justice. But with the exception of the 

Wilsonian interlude the United States before World War Two was never in the forefront of that fight; 

it followed but did not lead."  

Serge Ricard is Professor Emeritus of American Studies and U.S. History at the Sorbonne 

Nouvelle (University of Paris III), a member of the Theodore Roosevelt Association advisory 

Board, an External Fellow of the International History Institute at Boston University, and an 

Associate Researcher of the Dandurand Chair Observatory for the study of the United States 

at the University of Quebec at Montreal. He also served on the international advisory board 

of the Roosevelt Study Center in Middelburg, The Netherlands, from 2000 to 2012, where he 

is now an Honorary Roosevelt Fellow. Educated at Davidson College, N.C. (as a Richardson 

scholar and a Fulbright grantee), then at the Sorbonne, Paris, he was twice a Fulbright 

research scholar at Harvard University, where he has been a visiting scholar many times 

since. He has taught at the universities of Oran, Algeria, Aix-Marseille and Montpellier, 

France, and at the University of Texas at Austin. He has published extensively in both French 

and English on Theodore Roosevelt, American expansionism and imperialism, U.S. foreign 

policy in the late 19th and early 20th century, immigration, ethnicity, and Hispanic cultures in 

the United States. He is the editor or co-editor of numerous books and the author, notably, 

of Théodore Roosevelt: principes et pratique d’une politique étrangère (1991), The Mass 

Media in America: An Overview (1998), and The “Manifest Destiny” of the United States in 

the 19th Century: Ideological and Political Aspects (1999). He is also the editor of A 

Companion to Theodore Roosevelt (Malden, Mass.: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011 [Blackwell 

Companions to American History Series]). 


