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ulia Irwin’s article draws the reader in immediately—what in the world is a “propaganda weevil”? And like 
any good author, Irwin draws you into the meat of the argument for several pages before revealing the 
answer. First, she sets the scene— in July 1954 floods inundated seven Western and Eastern European 

countries, affecting some one million residents in the midst of a global Cold War. But these are far from the 
only actors in our story: The United States—armed with the new tool of food aid through PL-480, which 
distributed domestic food surpluses abroad—wanted to use the situation to promote its image as benevolent 
world leader against the lurking but absent (in this story) Soviet Union; but the administration of U.S. 
President Dwight D. Eisenhower wanted to do this without appearing to be using its surplus food as part of 
its psychological warfare against the Soviets. Enter the League of Red Cross Societies (the part of the Red 
Cross bureaucracy tasked with natural disaster relief)—which was willing to give the patina of neutrality to 
the U.S. plan in exchange for the international status such a role would give it. Creating the dramatic tension 
needed for any good story, the East Germans play the role of bad guy—working to strip the aid of any 
labeling denoting that it came from the United States. And the plot around which these actors rotate—the 
U.S. grain shipments that might or might not have been infested (at one time or another) by weevils. These 
insects and the rivers themselves are actors in Irwin’s narrative, as she makes “a modest attempt to emphasize 
the centrality of the natural world to the history of international relations” (896). 

Irwin invests a lot of meaning in this story, which is situated at the intersection of several historiographies 
(894-95): as already alluded to, environmental history, but also U.S.-Soviet and U.S.-European relations, 
agricultural history, foreign assistance, disaster studies (which I had not previously realized was a subfield), 
and international/transnational humanitarianism (to which the author has already contributed with her 
previous monograph, Making the World Safe: The American Red Cross and a Nation’s Humanitarian 
Awakening).1 In many ways, this article is ideal for use in a graduate seminar as an example of how to 

                                                      
1 Julia F. Irwin, Making the World Safe: The American Red Cross and a Nation’s Humanitarian Awakening 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013). 
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interrogate a single incident and make both original and significant arguments that contribute to a variety of 
historiographies. But as with all articles (like all conference papers), it cannot answer all questions; again, the 
author leaves us wanting more—hopefully a new monograph that expands and further internationalizes 
Irwin’s first book. 

In many ways, this article is a classic example of the new international history in which previously peripheral 
actors (like weevils, the League of Red Cross Societies (LRCS), and East German customs officials) take center 
stage. Intriguingly, we also see the Austrian government rebuffing LRCS distribution mechanisms as an 
impingement upon its sovereignty and get our first glimpse into the politics of aid distribution (904). Anxious 
to be sensitive to Austrian sensibilities but equally committed to maintaining the shield of credibility that 
LRCS distribution would give its operations behind the Iron Curtain, the Eisenhower administration 
ironically used its political pull with the West German government to make sure that its relief efforts would 
appear apolitical. However, in other ways, many of the players in the narrative remain relatively flat. The 
reader is left, for example, wondering about what exactly prompted the East German government to accept 
the offer of American aid; the U.S. prognostications are entertaining but ultimately not satisfying (903). 
Similarly, one is left to speculate about whether East Germany’s acceptance of the aid played a role in the 
subsequent Hungarian, Czechoslovakian, and Yugoslavian assents (904). But while these questions remain 
unanswered, Irwin is able, at the end of the article, to offer intriguing insights into how the recipients of the 
aid responded to this initiative—many of them were thankful, but a couple were critical of the distribution 
methods (914-17). We generally lack such ground-level analysis of aid recipients’ views, so this is a welcome 
innovation. 

International historians reading the piece—though certainly welcoming its insights and contributions—will 
likely find the narrative more familiar than those who focus more on U.S. foreign-relations history. For 
example, the idea that Western and Eastern Europe as well as the United States and the Soviet Union could 
cooperate across borders—even in the early Cold War—will come as no surprise to those who have studied 
the United Nations’ Economic Commission for Europe. Similarly, the concept that natural catastrophes and 
insects are transnational phenomena that prompt international responses (896, 920-21) is not new to those 
examining how the 1970 Bhola cyclone, for example, spurred the Bangladeshi independence movement or 
how the Malaria Eradication Program of the World Health Organization of the 1950s led otherwise 
antagonistic nation-states to cooperate to fight the mosquitos that crossed borders with impunity. Nor is the 
site of this narrative unfamiliar to international historians. Indeed, what is widely considered the first modern 
international organization—the Central Commission for the Navigation of the Rhine (est. 1815)—was 
founded in the same region (though the rivers flow in divergent directions), with the International Red Cross 
following several decades later (est. 1863). Even the efforts by LRCS leaders to walk the tightrope of garnering 
U.S. largesse to carry out its work without sacrificing its freedom of action and its definition of apolitical 
internationalism (though it is a much stronger rhetorical device than historical reality) will appear to many as 
the day-to-day reality of life in the United Nations and at many nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).2 

                                                      
2 For an introduction to this historiography, see, for example, Yves Berthelot and Paul Rayment, “The ECE:A 

Bridge between East and West,” in Unity and Diversity in Development Ideas: Perspectives from the UN Regional 
Commissions, edited by Yves Berthelot (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004), 1-50; Kerry A. Emanuel, Divine 
Wind: The History and Science of Hurricanes (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 221-25; Amy L. S. Staples, The 
Birth of Development: How the World Bank, Food and Agriculture Organization, and World Health Organization Changed 
the World, 1945-1965 (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 2006); Bob Reinalda, Routledge History of International 
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In Irwin’s narrative, it is almost funny how the American eagerness to avoid the appearance of using the 
disaster for Cold-War propaganda purposes was constantly undermined by its commitment to making sure 
that especially Eastern European aid recipients were aware of the source of their aid (899-902). Where it was 
foiled—by the East Germans—U.S. double-mindedness was laid bare. The Communist officials used the 
infestation (real or invented) of grain weevils and the need for fumigation as the justification for destroying 
the original packaging of the aid and repackaged it in plain paper that only acknowledged the role of the 
LRCS (908-12, 915). While the East Germans emerge in the narrative as clever, the Americans come off as 
rather bumbling, not only in their desire to score propaganda points but especially in their inability to deliver 
the aid in a timely manner. By the time the grain shipments started to arrive five months after the flood 
waters had receded, diplomatic officials on the ground in Europe had to rebrand the aid as long-term recovery 
assistance rather than disaster relief and fretted constantly that its propaganda value was quickly declining 
(907); it is certainly ironic to see the recipients of this aid ultimately fêting LRCS representatives with food 
and drink in gratitude for the food aid they were receiving (914). This stands in stark contrast to the very 
timely and crucial aid that the U.S. military in Europe and the LRCS provided (898). One wonders what 
lessons the U.S. Foreign Operations Administration (FOA) learned about mobilizing and dispatching PL-480 
and other aid from this incident.  

In the end, despite its challenges and based on its propaganda value (915-16, 918-19), U.S. officials judged 
the operation a success, while the Red Cross took pride in ably managing a humanitarian action that had 
required the coordination of 10,000 volunteers and several governments (919), characterizing it as “a 
testament to the power of transnational humanitarian solidarity” (920). Irwin herself concludes the piece by 
pointing out that “these conflicting impulses could coexist, to the benefit of all concerned” (920), while also 
highlighting that “environmental agents can reinforce national divisions and tensions” (920) by their 
transnational activities. She has focused on a fascinating international episode that was likely unknown to 
most of its audience, illuminated its various angles, and invited us to ask different questions as we move 
forward in our own thinking, research, and teaching about the diplomatic history of the early Cold War—
there is not much more that we can ask from a 28-page journal article. 
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Organizations: From 1815 to the Present Day (London: Routledge, 2009), esp. Part I; and Gil Loescher, The UNHCR and 
World Politics: A Perilous Path (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
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