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Editor’s Foreword
I started this journal as part of my ‘Students as Researchers’ project as a Student Fellow for 
BILT (Bristol Institute of Learning and Teaching). The project aimed to explore research 
-informed teaching and consider how this pedagogy could be implemented across the univer-
sity. As a postgraduate researcher, learning and teaching through research methods seemed 
natural to me, but I was surprised to find that many students only do one research project 
across their whole degree. I was further surprised to find that many students do not consider 
their university work as ‘proper research’. The foundation of research-informed teaching is 
to empower students through knowledge and research, encouraging them to see the value in 
their work. This led me to start this journal, to celebrate undergraduate work and to encour-
age contributors to see their work as ‘real research’. 

It has been a delight and a privilege to work on this journal. The initial response was over-
whelming and I have worked with an absolutely fantastic team of Subject Editors and peer 
reviewers to put this journal together. I would like to take this opportunity to thank them for 
all of their hard work; without them, this journal would not have happened. I would also like 
to thank BILT for enabling this project, and Dr James Freeman and Dr John Reeks who have 
both provided invaluable support and insight. 

We had over 200 submissions to the journal, an extraordinary response that we were not 
expecting. This clearly shows the need for a project such as this in our university. It is a place 
for students to showcase the research they are rightly proud of and a place for students to 
engage in each other’s research. I hope this journal will encourage students to become more 
involved in research activities across the university and to ultimately see themselves as re-
searchers. I hope you enjoy the read!

Emily Kinder 
Editor-in-Chief

BILT Student Fellow

It gives me great pleasure to write a foreword for the University of Bristol’s first ever stu-
dent-produced, undergraduate research journal. I am so proud of what BILT student fellows 
have accomplished this year and thrilled that Emily Kinder, one of the fellows, has pushed the 
boundaries of research-rich education in setting up an undergraduate research journal. This 
was part of BILT’s strategy to put a stake in the ground about student researchers. 2019/20 
was the first year that Bristol sent students to Posters in Parliament; we had a wealth of pres-
entations and posters lined up for the British Conference for Undergraduate Research (BCUR) 
which was meant to be held at the University of Leeds, but was a casualty of Covid-19. So, 
it delights me that this is an all-weather journal, surviving the storms of a global pandemic, 
and inviting submissions on a grand scale. There were 200 submissions to the journal from 
13 schools, testifying to the appetite undergraduate students have for undertaking research. I 
commend to you the articles here and congratulate Emily Kinder and the team in BILT for sup-
porting such a valuable endeavour. Firing students’ curiosity is one thing; developing a taste 
for data collection, analysis and theoretical argument another; publishing research in a journal 
like this is the final step in a long road, often methodical and messy in equal measure. It is a 
vital way of recognising high quality research and stress-testing it in the public domain. Thank 
you to all the contributors: those represented here and those not. Congratulations to both the 
authors and the editors and enjoy the read!

Professor Tansy Jessop  
PVC Education

PVC’s Foreword
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A Note from the Anthropology Editor: 
Corrie Macleod

I would like to congratulate the six authors for their hard work and dedication. I also want to 
thank Lola Caston-Hawkes, Daisy Rees and Anna Webb for helping me peer-review all our 
brilliant submissions. Lastly, I want to congratulate Emily Kinder for successfully pioneering 
the first BILT Undergraduate Journal!

Working for the journal has furthered my enthusiasm for collaborative research and my inter-
est in creative pedagogical projects. I believe that giving students the opportunity and con-
fidence to share their work and competence as young scholars and researchers is a valuable 
experience that actively enriches their desire to learn.

To describe Anthropology as the ‘study of humans’ does not sufficiently convey how the dis-
cipline explores the intersections of artistic and scientific research. From mythical dolphins, 
to disneyfication, to childhood memories, to international development, to medical contra-
ception, to teenage pregnancies… Our authors bring their insightful take on unique topics of 
historical importance and contemporary relevance to show you just how quirky Anthropolo-
gy really is.

Alfred L. Krober described anthropology as ‘the most humanistic of the sciences and the 
most scientific of the humanities’. In the same spirit, I hope our section showcases the rich 
beauty of interdisciplinary research and collaboration.

With thanks to the Anthropology Editorial Board:

Lola Caston-Hawkes

Daisy Rees

Anna Webb
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Anthropology
‘“Dirt is matter out of place”: a discussion of Mary Douglas’s theoretical 
paradigm.’ - Charlotte Ross 

‘Behind the Glass - An examination of the arguments for and against  
heritage preservation’ - Ed Samuelson 

‘Critiques of Classic Theories of Socialisation in Child-Centric           
Ethnographies’ - Lola Caston-Hawkes

‘‘Development’ in Africa: An Anthropologist’s Perspective on How  At-
titudes and Approaches Have Changed Over Time, Based on Localised 
Case Studies’ - April Whitworth

‘A Foucauldian analysis of the Kikuyu and Puerto Rican Transition into 
Medicalised Contraception’- Ava Chowdhury-Turner

‘Education as a Way to Reduce Teen Pregnancy in Nigerian Hausaland: An 
Anthropological Analysis’- Jasmine Calladine

“Dirt is matter out of place”: a discussion of Mary Douglas’s theoretical paradigm. 

 Charlotte Ross

Introduction

Douglas postulated that the chaos we universally experience could be likened to ‘dirt’, from which we aim to 

create a sense of cleanliness, or clarity, through a series of classifications. ‘Dirt is matter out of place’ (Douglas 

1966, p.44) illustrates how Douglas believes there is a certain expected, created order of entities in set cate-

gories, and when these entities breach this created order, they become disordered and ‘dirty’, creating a sort 

of pollutant. As asserted in Levi-Strauss’ theoretical paradigm of structuralism, the world is in a constant state 

of chaos, from which human beings formulate arbitrary categories of classification to create a sense of order, 

consequently enabling us to mentally process our surroundings in a non-threatening manner. At the crux of 

Douglas’s theory are the metaphors of ‘dirt’, representing the chaos and disorder of the world, and ‘purity’, 

a state of cleanliness that we strive to reach, though a sense of order. I aim to validate Douglas’s theoretical 

paradigm of ‘dirt’ and ‘purity’ by drawing upon functionalist and structuralist theories. The key themes I will 

focus on are: love, trust, anomalies, myth and opposites, dialectic reconciliation and stereotyping.  

Perceptions of Disorder and Love

Structuralism is a methodology which suggests components of human culture are comprehensible 

through a broader analysis of structures humanity exists within. Centred on humanity’s need for categorisa-

tions in the disordered world around us, the theory proposes we possess a-priori structures within our minds, 

which manifest as binary opposites (Levi-Strauss 1994). These filters to our environment are used to confront 

ambiguity and schematically create categories based on our knowledge of the physical world. Douglas argues 

that our need to categorise ‘dirt’ is universally shared, however the categories that human beings create are 

culturally specific, as summarised: ‘There is no such thing as absolute dirt: it exists in the eye of the beholder’ 

(Douglas 1966, p.2). As identified here, each classification of perceived ‘dirt’ adheres to specific norms and 

beliefs. Kinship relations vary throughout cultures, for example, in many Euro-American cultures, marriage 

is driven by ‘romantic love’ and individual desire to have the freedom to choose one’s own spouse; arranged 

marriages are rare. However, in the Sri Lankan community of Kutali, arranged marriages are common; ‘love’ 

is viewed as a vital component of such alliances, but the concept of ‘romantic love’ is labelled as ‘socially 

constructed’ (De Munck 1996, p.699) and therefore not the solitary basis of a marriage. This sense of arbitrary 
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categorisation and basis of love (love being a non-tangible, socially constructed concept itself) surrounding 

types of marriage illustrates the cultural differences within a single, universally held category. 

Furthermore, the Dravidian marriage system proposes cousinhood as selective, and thus endorses 

structuralist premises. Cross-cousin marriages support the idea of categorising our mannerisms as a strategy 

to combat ‘dirt’. This alliance supposedly provides the most desirable socio-economic gain whilst adhering 

to rules enforced by exogamy or endogamy (Holy 1996, p.124-126). On the other hand, much of humanity’s 

supposed normative models of marriage are being challenged in today’s decline of participation in this binding 

ritual and the legalising of same-sex marriage (Cherlin 2018). It is important to note that legislations enabling 

same-sex marriage are not universal and that not all culture’s marriage norms are being challenged by this. 

However,  this trend towards greater tolerance and interpretation of marriages seems more wide spread. If this 

is the case, and marriage is becoming increasingly ambiguous, then Douglas’s theory of dirt persisting due 

to a lack of reconciliation between two binary opposites is also questionable, as there is clearly no univer-

sal agreement on what fundamentally constitutes this ‘dirt’ of marriage; the concept is too broad to classify. 

Having said this, there are many cultures where marriage rituals remain of central importance due to mutual 

interdependence of groups. The Lovedu of Transvaal are an example of this (Holy 1996). Within the Lovedu, 

marriage rituals, societal classifications and social exchanges form the basis of kinship links. Marriages create 

a sense of order through social alliances between groups of people (Holy 1996, p.127-130). 

Theoretical Paradigms and Trust 

The theoretical framework of functionalism studies social phenomena in relation to the social func-

tions they fulfil, with the ultimate purpose being to keep order within society. The evolution of functionalism 

to structuralism is distinguished by the functionalist thesis focusing holistically on the effects of classification 

systems and worldly disorder, while the structuralist perspective deems this disorder to be an empirical fact, 

from which classification is a necessary subsequent action to focus upon. The combined use of these theo-

retical paradigms is an effective approach to analysis societal behaviour as it examines i) the effects of social 

phenomena and ii) the categories humanity has created.  

This can be shown with Malinowski’s fieldwork in the Trobriand Islands, where he examined the 

transfer of goods through dangerous trade routes within the Kula Ring. Here, the trust generated from the 

process of exchange and obligation of reciprocity created a stable social order and formed marital, political, 

and functional alliances. This circular system of exchanging material goods created order in Trobriand society, 

potentially a way in which purity is created out of the dirt between Islanders, as over time, the Kula Ring has 

formed its own rules and norms (Malinowski 1932). For example, the links created between Islanders are life-

long, and items are constantly in transit: ‘once in the Kula, always in the Kula’ (Malinowski 1932, p.82-83). 

If an item of exchange is kept in possession for a period of time deemed too long, judgements and questions 

arise; the goods hold no material gain, as they are not used as currency for example, and so individuals have no 

requirement to retain the objects. This shows that the symbolic exchange of the Kula Ring creates ‘purity’ out 

of ‘dirt’, through creating mutually trusting relationships based on socially constructed categories and norms.  

Anomalous entities 

A key issue with concepts of ‘dirt’ and ‘purity’ are the entities that do not conform to categories. 

Douglas does concede that there are some entities which resist classification, as shown by species such as 

the pangolin, which is revered by the Lele people of Congo due to its puzzling features of scales, claws and a 

snout (Douglas 1966). Such anomalies are incredibly destabilising, as they are reminders that the categories 

humanity has created are socially constructed and not natural, so therefore can be disproved, and subsequently 

destroyed. However, as humanity has a natural desire for organisation, categories that accommodate anoma-

lies are formed, restoring the relevance of ‘dirt’ and order. The book of Deuteronomy supports this viewpoint, 

where abominations can be likened to anomalies, through the classification of animals into ‘clean’ and ‘un-

clean’ (Deuteronomy 14: 3-21) creatures, as defined by certain features. For example, animals which chew the 

cud (digests and eats its food more than once) are deemed as unclean to humans (Deuteronomy). This cate-

gorisation provided a set of guidelines as to what was acceptable to eat and what was prohibited, preventing 

‘dirt’ from persisting with orders and rules. Another example is the Amazonian river dolphin which has been 

transformed into an entity embodying mythical status. 

Myth 

The Amazonian river dolphin is recognised as a dangerous creature which has the ability to kill human 

beings, and yet also retains a sleek, almost magical identity inhabiting the unknown depths of the water. Due to 

these elements of both threatening and mysterious features, the creature’s non-conformity to constructed cate-

gories leads it to become anomalous and is then labelled as a spirit. This phenomenon is of great significance 

within Amazonian communities, as a collective fear is fabricated from puzzling features, for example both fins 

and teeth, attributes which together resist ordinary categorization. However, this fear leads to a revering per-
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ception of river dolphins as powerful creatures which embody spirits and ancestors, the anomalous category 

creating a sense of order and ‘purity’.

Such examples parallel the importance of myth, as explained through Levi-Strauss’ theoretical model 

where myths and stories are created, and then viewed as fact (Levi-Strauss 1964). The reconciliation between 

the symbolic and physical world is shown in the history of the Waiwai people, who pass down their stories and 

mythologies through generations, influencing their current lifestyle and perceptions of the world (Campbell 

1995). Levi-Strauss illustrated this  in his case study of Nambikwara. The Chief of the group communicated 

myths and stories through writing to assert his authority as a leader (Levi-Strauss 1973). The Chief’s ability 

to share his knowledge is seen as power, and in turn, control over ‘dirt’- what is misunderstood (Levi-Strauss 

1973). The use of myths is arguably also crucial to religious authority, as shown through Christianity, where 

the reconciliation between humanity and creator God is the foundation of God’s sovereignty. The positivist 

approach taken by researcher Leach, focusing on evidence and statistics, identifies cultural ignorance can limit 

our understanding of other cultures. Malinowski’s assessment of magic and religion in ‘primitive’ cultures 

(Malinowski 1948, p.120) clearly expose the ethnocentric biases of research (Leach 1966). By acknowledging 

these biases, Leach encourages us to critique our own Euro-American centric perspective. 

There are also many different beliefs held regarding human conception. In Trobriand society, there are 

multiple assigned ‘fathers’ as mother’s tended to have many sexual partners. Contrastingly, other religions, 

like Christianity, outline a different idea of human conception and very different  sexual practices. Through 

this, I would argue that religion is another practice humanity has created to create a system or order to control 

‘dirt’ -anomalous human behaviour - in society. This idea is further supported in Tuner’s case study of  lim-

inal stages in rites of passage. When going through societal rituals, peoples ‘state’ change during the practice 

(Turner 1967). Thus, an ‘order’ is created by categorising how people change before and after a rite of passage 

(Turner 1967). 

Dialectic reconciliation

Broadly speaking, dialectic reconciliation is the action of reuniting two opposing entities to create a 

united front, while acknowledging both constituent parts. After human beings have categorized their environ-

mental ‘dirt’ based on a system of binary opposites, dialectic reconciliations are required to create a percep-

tion of unity between the contrasting entities and thereby give structure to the disorder we have assigned to 

the world around us (W. Gras 1981). Reconciliation, through mutual obligations of exchange and reciprocity, 

is key to ensuring order, or ‘purity’ within our society. To protect our fragile social constructions, we must 

maintain enduring relationships with other. A sure way to create this social order is through the exchange of 

gifts, where ‘... to give something is to give a part of oneself’ (Mauss 1925, p.10). However, this process of 

mechanical obligation to give and receive gifts may devalue the item and surrounding actions themselves. If 

this action is left unquestioned,  the legitimacy and value of this behavioural order is questioned. This resent-

ment can be seen through Stack’s (1974) fieldwork in a deprived community in Midwestern USA, where the 

unwanted burden of continual ‘swapping’ of material goods created a sense of duty to obligate and transfer. 

This manifested in individuals making great sacrifices for kin, with the intention of preserving the structure of 

their community, founded on perpetual transfer. These case studies reveal that the process of ordering ‘dirt’ is 

transformative and subject to change.  

Binary opposites and stereotyping 

Levi-Strauss argued that marriage was the most basic form of reconciliation, arising from the most 

basic set of binary opposites; men and women. This could, however, be contested today, due to its heteronor-

mative and chauvinistic perspective. Today’s (predominantly Euro-American) non-conformity to gender ste-

reotyping has threatened such carefully created, supposedly natural, classifications, as the categories society 

has assigned itself are questioned. This is supported by Roberts’ (2017) insightful assessment of the contri-

butions of the Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS) both in wartime and to civilian life. She highlighted 

that this trend resulted from the greater cultural acceptance of women in military roles. The WRNS embraced 

semi-combatant roles, and in so doing challenged and unsettled the age-old combat taboo of male dominance 

in this profession. The introduction of women also further enabled the military to considerably expand on a 

global scale. This pivotal addition changed the previously held assertions of the military and abilities of wom-

en. Thus, on one hand  it supports Douglas’s thesis of ‘dirt’ and requirement of classifications. But on the other, 

the case illustrates that it may never be possible to create normative, fixed socially constructed categories. 

There will always be perpetual change and development to categories humanity has formulated; as society 

develops over time, so will its categories.

 I would argue that in some cases, there is merit in initially conforming to stereotyping and subsequent-

ly proving one’s own ability. This is because, in that gender assignment, as shown by the WRNS, they did not 

break the female stereotype, but instead created new meaning and associations with it. This is a prime example 
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of how in an institution where a group, in this case, women, ritually perceived as inferior, subsequently ex-

celled in their abilities to contribute to previously male-dominated professions, and became a vital component 

to a larger structure, embodying the same gender norms and roles previously assigned to them. I believe this 

illustrates how ‘dirt’ is matter out of place, but that this matter is inter-changeable and developmental, and so 

can be accommodated differently, in the same way women’s roles drastically changed in wartime efforts.

Conclusion 

In summary, Douglas’s theory of ‘dirt’ and ‘purity’ is an ordered but broad view of societal function-

ing, firmly rooted in Levi-Strauss’ theoretical paradigm of structuralism, but also with elements relating to 

functionalism. ‘Dirt as matter out of place’ (Douglas 1966, p.44) can help us understand there are alterations 

to said categorisation. Although categories are created to sort the supposed disorder  in the world around us, 

they do not always do so. When faced with anomalies that do not fit these categories, our socially constructed 

‘truth’ is threatened and we find ourselves unable to control, or even identify ‘dirt’ that is societally out of 

place. Despite some entities causing dispute over classification  (such as gender norms), categories can always 

be created or altered, making Douglas’s thesis widely applicable. When combined with support from other 

anthropological researches and the understanding of human’s universally present, but culturally specific need 

for order, Douglas’ concept is a successful approach to investigating social behaviour.  
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Behind the Glass - An examination of the arguments for and against heritage preservation

Ed Samuelson

Introduction

Cultural heritage is a broad and nebulous concept (Mathes, 2018) but can be defined generally, as ‘something 

that someone or a collective considers to be worthy of being valued, preserved, catalogued, exhibited, restored, 

admired’ (Kersel & Luke 2015, p.71). There are myriad descriptions of which objects and artefacts constitute 

status under the umbrella term of heritage; it can also be defined as a ‘cultural process that engages with acts of 

remembering’ (Kersel & Luke 2015, p.71). Indeed, these acts ‘work to create ways to understand and engage 

with the present, and the sites themselves are cultural tools that can facilitate, but are not necessarily vital for 

this process’ (Smith 2006, p.44). The topic of heritage preservation is subject to a healthy discourse both for 

and against its practice. The main arguments for its continuation include the use of heritage for political gain, 

economic benefits, establishing a cultural identity, and the preservation of artefacts for future consumption. 

Arguments countering these notions include those who posit that heritage preservation is in fact a form of 

cultural appropriation that has exploited other nations for their own gain. 

In addition to this, some argue that certain methods of heritage preservation commodify the past for fi-

nancial gain in a process known as Disneyfication; this being when consumption takes over the actual value of 

a place or object in favour of bigger, faster, and better entertainment with an overarching sense of uniformity 

worldwide (Matusitz and Palermo 2014). Moreover, there is also the argument that every artefact, regardless 

of its importance, will eventually be lost to the pages of history, thus, time should not be wasted preserving 

such things when the idea behind the physical object remains long after the process of decay has overcome 

the heritage item. This essay will i) discuss the role of heritage in preserving the past for future consumption, 

ii) assess the political arguments both for against the practice and iii) examine the economics behind heritage 

and how these can sometimes be detrimental to historic authenticity. 

Heritage for preservation and future consumption

A key argument in support of heritage preservation is that of preserving the past. In the words of 

Lowenthal (2011, p.159): ‘The past remains vital to our utmost being’. Therefore, we must conserve our 

heritage lest it be lost to the pages of history forever. Indeed, heritage preservation is vital to our society for 

its invaluable role in ‘the habits and the skills that we learn, for our sense of personal and collective identity, 

for our ambitions and ability to secure a viable future’ (Lowenthal 2011, p.159). This indicates the gravitas 

of cultural heritage as the bedrock from which our modern-day society has grown as well as a link to past and 

future generations. Not only this, but heritage, it can be argued, is ‘crucial to this redefinition of belonging’ 

(Appadurai 1996, p.226-228). In this new chaotic world of globalisation, it seems that heritage provides a 

sturdy anchor for cultural identity making its preservation imperative. The methods through which such heri-

tage is preserved, however, has been another topic of debate; it is true that in various cases the preservation of 

cultural heritage by some is considered a destructive process by others. This can be seen with the Old Towns 

of Djenné in Mali. These traditional mud mosques and houses, inhabited since 250 B.C, are now a registered 

World Heritage Site (UNESCO 2020) and consequently cannot be modified lest they lose their authenticity. 

However, by disallowing mud replenishment, UNESCO may think that they’re preserving tradition rather 

than preventing it. This is largely due to an annual ceremony of mud replenishment, dating back to the build-

ings’ genesis, being disallowed. When preserving heritage in this way, considerations must be made about 

whether to preserve relics of the past or allow the active continuation of a living culture (Were 2019). 

Heritage as politically negative

As mentioned earlier, the politics behind heritage preservation has been controversial. Lowenthal has 

stated that we have been living in a ‘heritage and museum boom from about 1980’ ( Lowenthal 1998, p.45) 

which correlates with the ‘appearance of new Right-Wing agendas both in America and Europe’ (Lowenthal 

1998, p.45). This is because both regions wish to ensure that their cultural legacies are passed onto the next 

generation and that the methods of preservation are in place for future generations. However, it can be also be 

argued that this boom is due to the ‘rise of capitalism and fears of erosive powers of market economies’ (Row-

lands 2002, p.106). This demonstrates how the motivations behind heritage preservation can be politically 

charged to endorse a particular government or ideology and thus should not take place. Indeed, establishments 

such the British Museum in London or The War Remnants Museum in Ho Chi Minh City are established by 

Act of Parliament and the Government of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam and so can choose what is exhib-

ited to propagate their own political interests (Adwar 2014). 

Another political argument against heritage preservation is that it can generate political tensions and 

even conflict. The destruction of the Great and Little Buddhas of the Bamiyan Valley during the Afghan civil 

war provides a good example. In 1983, a decision on the inscription of the Bamiyan Buddhas as a world her-

itage site was deferred by the world heritage committee due to the lack of an appropriate boundary, a judge-

ment that left the archaeological remains effectively unprotected (UNESCO World Heritage Committee 2003, 

p.4). The Taliban movement that came to power in the late 1990s imposed an extreme interpretation of Islamic 

religious and cultural requirements on the population that included suppression of figurative expressions of 

all religions (Maizland and Laub, 2020). Consequently, in March 2001 the Taliban government officially de-

clared that they had begun the task of destroying the Buddha statues and associated cave temples which they 
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saw as idolatrous and transgressing their strict religious codes (Harding 2001). This act provoked international 

expressions of outrage. Seven months later in October 2001 the decision of the US-led coalition to invade and 

overthrow the Taliban was agreed upon. Subsequently, in June 2003, the remains of the Buddhas and other 

archaeological sites in the Bamiyan valley were finally and simultaneously inscribed on the World Heritage 

List and the List of World Heritage in Danger (UNESCO 2020). This demonstrates the scale of the response 

that the abuse of World Heritage can provoke. Whilst the subsequent military intervention that overthrew the 

Taliban cannot directly be attributed to the destruction of the Buddhas, it certainly assisted in building broad 

international and political sympathy for the US-led intervention (Were 2019). 

 If heritage preservation, however marginally, becomes a factor in a decision to intervene in a violent 

conflict, then its importance must be reassessed. UNESCO and other organisations had drafted Conventions 

and International laws to protect cultural heritage sites and prevent their destruction such as the second proto-

col of the Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict adopted in 

1999 (Fiankan and Bokonga, 2017). By destroying the Buddhist statues, the Taliban demonstrated their belief 

in their version of Islamic law over international legal instruments. Their response to the international outcry 

over the Buddhas was one of genuine surprise and even contempt that the Western world should show greater 

concern over ancient artefacts than the poor conditions of the country (Crossette 2001). 

Heritage as politically positive

On the other hand, heritage preservation can carry positive political connotations. This can be seen 

with the loan of the Cyrus Cylinder from the British Museum to Iran’s national museum (BBC News 2010). 

The Cyrus Cylinder is regarded by historians as the world’s first declaration of human rights and has since 

become a symbol of ‘tolerance and respect for different people sand faiths’ (BBC News 2010). It was returned 

to the museum in Tehran and off the bat of this loan, a series of trade deals were struck between the UK and 

Iran. This illustrates a benefit of heritage preservation as it can be used positively as a resource for cultural di-

plomacy and economic gain (Were 2019). A further example of heritage preservation being used positively to 

stabilise international relations is with the Elgin Marbles. These are a collection of classical Greek sculptures 

that originally adorned the temple of the Parthenon and other important buildings found within the Acropolis 

in Athens (Britannica, 2019). One of these sculptures, a headless depiction of the river god Ilissos, was leant 

to St Petersburg’s State Hermitage Museum in December 2014 (Johnston 2020). This came only 5 months 

after the infamous Malaysia Airlines flight was shot down over Eastern Ukraine thereby bringing Russia-UK 

relations to a new low. On the other hand, the British Museum has never lent any of the Marbles to their orig-

inal home of Greece (Sánchez 2017). The fact that the loan to Russia occurred so soon after the plane crash 

incident, under the tag line: ‘The trustees have always believed that such loans must continue between muse-

ums despite political disagreements between governments’ (Beard 2014), emphasises the use of heritage for 

cultural diplomacy. Connecting people and governments who would otherwise be estranged shows the benefit 

of heritage preservation (Were 2019). 

Heritage for economic benefits

Whilst benefits of cultural heritage and its preservation can be found in political matters like cultural 

diplomacy, an argument against it is the notion of the commodification of the past. Globalisation and homo-

genisation have caused local cultures to become similar to each other, leading them to lose their historical and 

cultural roots (Were 2019). Moreover, these phenomena have led to time-space-convergence; the process by 

which technological innovation in transportation and communication brings places closer together in terms 

of time taken to travel or send messages between them (Warf 2020). Because of this, there has been an influx 

of tourists visiting heritage around the globe. Whilst this may seem positive, it can be argued that growing 

heritage preservation has come at the detriment to the actual objects. Indeed, the heritage industry has grown 

significantly in the ‘heritage and museum boom’ however it has been accused of commodifying ‘authentic 

pasts’ to enhance rates of tourism and increase advertising in order to sell souvenirs and tourist art (Phillips 

and Steiner 1999). The heritage industry seems to be a business: ‘whether measured by catalogue prices at 

Sotheby’s or an attraction for tourists or as a billion-dollar conservation industry’ (Rowlands 2002, p.106). 

Because of this, substantial economic gains can be made from leaching off genuine historical artefacts. Thus, 

it is no surprise that curators have been accused of commodifying the past. The problem with doing this is that 

history is disfigured ‘into a tourist kitsch or a ‘Disney-fied’ theme park version’ (Rowlands 2002, p.107) of it-

self which is essentially an act of historical negationism by the very establishments founded to protect the past.  

Conclusion

Heritage has a plethora of job descriptions; it can be viewed as both a collection of static objects 

and sites from the past, or a socio-cultural and intangible process in the present (Smith and Akagawa 2009). 

Moreover, heritage can be used as a political tool to either appease or fracture international relations through 

such processes as loan schemes or extreme methods of preservation such as military intervention. It can also 

be argued that some methods of preservation are destructive as they restrict living cultures in the name of the 

past. In addition, some methods are said to commodify the past, presenting a polished version for tourism and, 

in turn, greater economic gain. Cultural heritage is a complex beast whose preservation has garnered a mag-

nitude of critical response both for and against its continuation. It remains a hot topic for debate and no doubt 

will retain this status in the future.
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Critiques of Classic Theories of Socialisation in Child-Centric Ethnographies

Lola Caston-Hawkes

Introduction

Between the 1920s and 1940s, theories of socialisation dominated the rapidly expanding field of childhood 

anthropology. The work of noted anthropologists including Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict, leading propo-

nents of the Culture and Personality school of thought (LeVine 2001), soon formed what have come to be con-

sidered classic theories of socialisation. In the years since, these previously fundamental theories have been 

widely criticised from both theoretical and ethnographic perspectives, eventually coming to be disregarded 

entirely. One such critique is that presented by Barrie Thorne in her book Gender Play (1993). Thorne’s chal-

lenge of classic theories of socialisation can be summed up by the idea that ‘children’s interactions are not 

preparation for life itself; they are life itself’. (Thorne 1993, p.3). Her study provides a clear demonstration 

of the identity of children as actors rather than merely pre-adults. Another ethnographic work that can be said 

to provide a critique of classic theories of socialisation is that of Samantha Punch, whose paper on children 

in rural Bolivia illustrates the active participation of children in defining their role and exercising autonomy 

through means of negotiation (Punch 2001).

 This essay will first set out a brief summary of classic theories of socialisation before exploring how 

child-centred ethnographies such as the ones mentioned above can be seen to critique them. The evidence 

presented demonstrates that, although classic theories of socialisation were fundamental to the initial devel-

opment of the anthropology of childhood, they are no longer as relevant due to greater consideration of the 

agency and autonomy of children. 

Classic Theories of Socialisation

Early explorations of children and childhood within anthropology centred around the work of academ-

ics subscribing to the Culture and Personality school of thought. Drawing from Boasian and Freudian theories 

of cultural relativism and psychosocial development, their research built upon the idea that cross-cultural 

variation occurs as a result of socialisation in different cultural contexts (LeVine 2001). Socialisation can be 

defined as ‘the mechanism whereby (…) social roles came to be replicated in successive generations and (…) 

the ways in which children gradually acquire knowledge of these roles’ (Prout and James 1997, p.12). This 

theory of socialisation inherently conceptualises children as incomplete ‘pre-adults’(Prout and James 1997, 

p.12), viewing them in terms of what they will become rather than what they are currently. As part of this, 

children are presented as passive recipients rather than active individuals. They are ‘socialised’ by adult actors 
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but unable to participate or have an effect on the process of their own socialisation. This removes agency from 

children, preventing any acknowledgement of their role as actors both within their own socialisation and wider 

society.

Widely acknowledged to be the first childhood anthropologist, Margaret Mead wrote Coming of Age 

in Samoa (1928), the first ethnography produced with children as respondents and participants. Her book 

explores the effects of cultural context on adolescence by comparing the experiences of adolescent girls in 

Samoa with the experience of adolescent girls in North America. Mead’s work provided evidence supporting 

cultural determinism, but much of her work was predicated on the idea of the adolescents she studied being 

‘developing human[s]’ (Mead1928, p.6). This provides a flawed view of childhood. It considers the activities 

and behaviours of children to be part of the education and preparation for their adult life rather than meaning-

ful actions that form their childhood. Another prominent anthropologist who played a significant role in the 

development of classic theories of socialisation was Ruth Benedict, who, in her work Anthropology and the 

Abnormal (1934), studied the idea of normality as culturally defined, and described childhood as the stage in 

which a person is instilled with the values of what is and is not normal within a particular sociocultural setting 

(Benedict, 1934). These examples present a clear representation of what can be regarded as the classic theories 

of socialisation within anthropology. Both present studies of children and childhood based upon i) a precon-

ceived idea that childhood is a foundation and /or rehearsal for adulthood, and that ii) children are passive 

recipients of socialisation whilst adults are active benefactors. 

Critiques of Classic Theories of Socialisation

As a result of critiques from a number of ethnographic works, classic theories of socialisation have 

now fallen out of favour within contemporary anthropology and social sciences. One such work is feminist so-

ciologist Barrie Thorne’s Gender Play, which explores how play and group activities can help us to understand 

the ways in which ‘children actively come together to help create, and sometimes challenge, gender structures 

and meanings’ (Thorne 1993, p.4). To investigate this in practice, Thorne completed a total of eleven months 

of fieldwork observing children in two elementary schools, one in California and one in Michigan, both most-

ly populated by children from white working-class families (Thorne 1993). Thorne uses her observations to 

demonstrate that children take an active role in the social construction of gender rather than merely being 

passively affected by it. In one example, she describes how, when children were asked to pick where they sat 

in the classroom, they separated themselves by gender. All the girls were on one side of the room and all of 

the boys on the other. These movements were entirely unprompted by the teacher (Thorne 1993, p.37-38). 

This self-imposed segregation was also repeated in situations such as lining up and playing in the playground 

(Thorne 1993). In this way, the children constructed a physical representation of their understanding of the 

dichotomy of gender. However, Thorne explains, these actions do not happen in isolation; she notes several 

examples of teachers verbally identifying certain groups in the classroom by gender and, at times, using gen-

der to pit children against each other during classroom activities (Thorne 1993, p.67). 

Thorne’s analysis of how children learn and construct gender includes a denunciation of classic theo-

ries of socialisation. She begins by deconstructing the idea that socialisation is a one-way process, arguing that 

children, as ‘full social actors [rather than] . . . adults-in-the-making’ (Thorne 1993, p.3),  actively participate 

in their own socialisation, influencing, in addition to being influenced by, adults. She contends that conceptu-

alising children in this way acts on the basis of presumed knowledge of their future, which draws focus away 

from the importance of their ‘present, lived, and collective experiences’ (Thorne 1993, p.13). Criticism of 

classical theories of socialisation is implicit as well as explicit in Thorne’s work. She avoids using ideas of 

perceived rationality or conformity that may be applied to adults to attempt to dismiss the reasoning behind 

why children make certain decisions. Thorne instead frames children’s interactions, actions and behaviours 

as significant in their own right rather than only gaining value when they are compared or likened to adult 

behaviours or sociocultural customs. Gender Play provides a clear and developed critique of classic theories 

of socialisation both explicitly and implicitly.  Thorne achieves this by presenting an alternative perspective 

that places children as active agents at the centre of socialisation rather than passive subjects in the inevitable 

progression to adulthood.

Another ethnography that can be seen to critique classic theories of socialisation is Samantha Punch’s 

Negotiating Autonomy: Childhoods in Rural Bolivia (2001) explores how children negotiate and exercise 

autonomy within the parameters imposed by adult society. Punch, who undertook her fieldwork in the rural 

Churquiales community in southern Bolivia, describes how the division of labour in households leads to a 

relationship of interdependence between adults and children; though the adults tell the children what to do, 

the functioning of the household depends on children doing their share of the work (Punch 200). Her study 

focuses on how children express autonomy through how they manage unpaid housework and how they nego-

tiate and bargain with adults. Through the use of a variety of methodology including participant observation, 

structured and informal interviews, photography, drawing, and diaries, Punch was able to observe the methods 

employed by children to negotiate the responsibilities given to them by their parents (Punch 2001). She says 

that despite often expressing feelings of pride at contributing to the household, children have their own prefer-

ences for how they would like to fill their time (Punch 2001). She describes the ways in which children would 

try and avoid having to do tasks they did not want to do; through avoidance, complaining, employing help 

from siblings, delegating tasks to younger siblings, or renegotiating with adults or siblings to complete another 
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task instead (Punch, 2001, p.33). In this way, negotiations of autonomy in terms of who performs certain tasks 

and when, occur between children and their parents as well as between siblings.

Though she does not explicitly critique classic theories of socialisation which place children as merely 

passive and dependent, Punch repeatedly reasserts the role of children as autonomous and active social agents, 

continually renegotiating and redefining their role within society (Punch 2001). She contends that although 

adults and children are involved in unequal power relations, this cannot be reduced to the opposing roles of 

independence versus dependence; relationships between children and adults are centred around reciprocation, 

with both parties experiencing aspects of dependence on each other (Punch 2001). Punch also demonstrates 

children’s active role in defining their positions and responsibilities. Children frequently renegotiate adult-im-

posed boundaries and assert their authority through independent decision making, taking action, control and 

initiative (Punch 2001, p.24). Children do, as described, have ways in which they can challenge or oppose the 

requests of parents or older siblings, therefore, even the decision to comply with or obey without challenge 

or complaint is active and autonomous rather than passive. In this way, classic theories of socialisation are 

challenged in Punch’s study. Children can actively define their role and consequently, the roles of adults and 

other children around them rather than merely being the passive objects of socialisation implied in the work 

of Mead and Benedict.

Conclusion

The ethnographies detailed above can provide clear examples of how child-centred works have cri-

tiqued classic theories of socialisation. Firstly, they are shown to be restricted by their conceptualisation of 

children as ‘adults-in-the-making’ (Thorne 1993, p.3). Thorne describes the numerous limitations created by 

framing children in this way, including the assumption that eventual outcomes are predetermined and cer-

tain, and the devaluation of the present lived experiences of children, both collectively and individually. The 

construction of socialisation as a unidirectional process whereby children are situated as passive learners and 

adults as autonomous actors has also been subject to criticism by both Punch and Thorne’s ethnographies. 

Punch challenges this construction with her assertion that children actively enter into negotiations of autono-

my with adults and with other children. These negotiations create a system where ‘the socialization involved 

is not simply that of the child, but of the parents and others with whom the child is in contact with’ (Giddens, 

1979, p.130). Punch draws particular attention to the idea of reciprocal socialisation by highlighting how chil-

dren exist within adult structures, actively defining their positions and responsibilities within adult-imposed 

boundaries. This construction is also challenged in the work of Thorne, who emphasises the importance of 

viewing children as social actors equal to adults despite unequal power relations. She details how children 

can both socialise adults and be the subjects of socialisation. Punch and Thorne’s child-centric works have 

critiqued a number of central aspects of classic theories of socialisation by i) highlighting the autonomy and 

agency of children and adults and ii)  foregrounding the importance of studying their unique development and 

experiences.
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‘Development’ in Africa: An Anthropologist’s Perspective on How Attitudes and Approaches Have 

Changed Over Time, Based on Localised Case Studies

April Whitworth

Development is a politically charged topic, especially in Africa. This politicisation prompted many 21st cen-

tury theorists to distance themselves from anthropology’s colonial origins.  After World War Two, attitudes 

towards development changed and the concept became more widely recognised. As projects have become 

more numerous, the range of development approaches has increased, particularly within the last decade. The 

growth of developmental projects in Africa is highlighted by the exponential rise of Non-Governmental Or-

ganisations (NGOs). In 1988, Africa had between 8,000 and 9,000 NGOs, but by 2006, this figure had risen 

to over 98,000 (Yarrow 2011, p.3). This surge reflects the perceived increased importance of ‘developing’ the 

continent through such projects. As well as this, it also indicates the increased role of civil society as opposed 

to government-led initiatives. Despite this rise, there are still disputes within anthropology regarding how best 

to engage in development studies in Africa. This essay will evaluate the key debates surrounding development 

theory, primarily focusing on post-2000 Western donors as well as other global parties. This will be illustrated 

with localised case studies from Lesotho and Tanzania as well as references to other African nations. I will 

argue that anthropologists should engage in discussions on development to deconstruct persistent global di-

chotomies between the ‘developed’ and the ‘undeveloped’ in the 21st century. 

Theoretical overview of ‘development’ 

Development has been defined in a multitude of ways within different historical contexts. Cowen and 

Shenton (1995, p.162) coined a distinction between ‘big D’ and ‘little d’ development; the former referring 

to development as an ‘intentional’, versus the latter being an ‘immanent’ process (Cowen and Shenton 1995, 

p.162). Furthermore, ‘big D’ development was a primary factor in forming the ‘first’ and ‘third’ world binary 

which is now entrenched in international relations discourse. This binary has persisted in projects conducted 

by governments, NGOs, and the private sector (Gardner and Lewis 2015, p. 4). 

Though this distinction can be useful at a theoretical level, as Lewis (2019) discovered, it lacks ade-

quate scrutiny. Further to Lewis’ critique, the application of this distinction to our modern-day environment 

should be questioned more thoroughly, given the historical context of the recent demise of communism and 

the dominance of liberal democracy following the end of the Cold War. 
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Even though this binary context is no longer relevant given these global political shifts, this old context 

continues to fuel our wider understanding of development today. To deconstruct the persisting dichotomies, 

anthropologists must contribute to redefining our understanding of development. This entails moving away 

from trivial distinctions of ‘big D’ and ‘little D’ development to equalise the power imbalances inherent in our 

current understanding. 

Evolution of the ‘developed/undeveloped’ dichotomy and its impact on modern-day academia 

The developed and undeveloped dichotomy originated decades ago, however, in more recent years, the 

concept shaped the academic application of development theory. This continued influence can be explained 

by the persistence of neo-colonialism and its influence on academic attitudes towards development. Former 

President Truman stated in a 1949 speech that he wished to restructure ‘underdeveloped’ societies in order to 

spread ‘advanced’ ones (Escobar 2012). These adjectives form the harmful binary of ‘developed/undeveloped’ 

(Escobar 2012, p.4). The prominence of development has fluctuated, yet the development/developed dichot-

omy has persisted and, in Hart’s words ,‘come back with a vengeance’ (Hart 2001, p.649). This duality is 

reinforced by Gardner and Lewis’ conceptualisation of Modernisation, which suggests development is an evo-

lutionary linear path (Gardner and Lewis 2015, p.19). This idea of development echoes the social evolutionist 

attitudes of Victorian anthropologists who suggested some societies were more developed than others. This 

harmful perspective emphasises the power imbalance between countries/societies. Anthropologists should 

take part in ensuring that countries receiving development aid should not be viewed as passive recipients but 

rather, as collaborators of development.

These power imbalances underlines the lack of representation in development studies. Mudimbe 

(1988) argues that discourses around Africa are not made by Africans themselves, but by others imposing 

their opinions on them. This idea is further developed by Homi Bhahba, who highlights the prevalence of 

neo-colonialism through the concept of a ‘colonial discourse’ (Bhahba 1990, p. 72). He defines this discourse 

as an ‘apparatus that turns on the recognition and disavowal of racial/cultural/historical discourses’ (Bhahba 

1990, p. 72). The employment of colonial discourse in development studies has translated stereotyped atti-

tudes into damaging approaches to development studies. Recently, these triggered calls for a new ‘architecture 

of aid’ (Mosse and Lewis, 2005: 3), focusing on structural policy reform and adhering to global targets (such 

as the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals), rather than objectives that are uninformed by local contexts. 

This reforming approach would help retain the productive benefits of development whilst avoiding its pitfalls 

(ineffective objectives and ignorant attitudes). 

Advocates of dependency theory reject the redefinition of development. Instead, theorists suggest Af-

rican states remain impoverished because capitalist development projects favour more economically powerful 

states (Lappe and Collins 1979). Neo-Marxist scholars argue that economic injustices become structurally 

entrenched and repeated (Ferguson 1996, p. 11) (Gardner and Lewis 2015, p.14). Mosse and Lewis (2005) 

analysed power imbalances through a Foucauldian perspective; the idea that power discourses of exclusion are 

social rather than geographical (Mosse and Lewis 2005, p. 12). Their analysis suggests that although depen-

dency theory correctly acknowledges power disparities, it does not propose a productive alternative to reliev-

ing African poverty. A more nuanced approach to development is necessary; anthropologists should redress 

and understand power imbalances which would i) deconstruct dichotomies through increasing representation 

and ii) introduce a new perspective to the study area. 

‘Development’ in Africa: case studies 

Africa has become a prominent area of anthropological development research. This is largely because 

the region has been a large recipient of global aid and thus provides diverse case studies illustrating how pow-

er dynamics manifest in development projects. I will examine the case studies of Lesotho and the Tanzania 

Groundnut Scheme to argue that current Development project attempts are broadly ineffective. 

One reason for regular failure is that projects rarely achieve their objectives (Williams 1981,p.16-17) 

(Crewe and Harrison 1998, p.1). This is commonly a result of organisations standardising objectives, and 

not tailoring these to the projects and nations concerned (Ferguson and Lohmann, 1994). Furthermore, there 

are issues with existing research data. For instance, The World Bank report of Lesotho states that agriculture 

provided for 85% of the people, but in reality,  crop production only accounted for 6% of people’s income 

(Ferguson and Lohmann 1994, p.176). Having this incorrect information often leads to misplaced investment 

based on false information, hence the regular failure. This ignorance omits local knowledge and understand-

ing of changes in demography, social risks, and transforming agriculture (Besada et al. 2015, p.1).  It is rare 

that local knowledge is used in conjunction with ‘Western science’, and when it is, it is employed to research 

niche issues like indigenous soil classification rather than broader socio-economic problems (Briggs 2005, 

p. 6). Developmental agencies often evade responsibility, passing the blame onto those who implement their 

ideas. This demonstrates the wider failure of organisations to self-critique and take accountability for their 

poor management(Ferguson and Lohmann 1994, p. 176). Overall, the evidence of failed projects supports the 

idea that development must be re-theorised to be inclusive in today’s world. It is important to approach future 
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development projects with deconstructionist, ethnographic approaches, such as those used in Ferguson’s Leso-

tho study (Escobar 2012, p.12). If such approaches become more widespread, it can rebalance the asymmetric 

power relations between the different parties involved in development projects.

There is strong evidence that many development projects have failed. During the Groundnut scheme 

in Tanzania, £20 million was spent, yet very little changed (Gardner and Lewis 2015, p.21). Additionally, very 

little changed when fish-farming in Sub-Saharan Africa received a great deal of aid between 1972-1985 (over 

$150 million was donated in total) (Crewe and Harrison 1998, p.2) (Kent 1988). Aquaculture projects have 

been promoted for around 80 years to ‘improve nutrition, generate income and diversify livelihoods’ (Crewe 

and Harrison 1998, p.8). However, these objectives were not always met. The significant reduction of aid in 

the 1970s reflected the public disappointment in these projects; despite a lot of money being spent, little result 

came out of this investment (Crewe and Harrison 1998). This reduction led to a British agency in 1989 at-

tempting to learn what specifically inhibited aquaculture success (Crewe and Harrison 1998,  p. 9). They even-

tually concluded that the reasons for failure were down to the large disparity between the aims of the agency 

and the Zambian farmers, as well as an overall lack of effective implementation (Crewe and Harrison 1998, 

p.10). These case studies suggest that the implementation of a more locally informed, ethnographic approach 

will lead to an increased success rate of Development. 

The motivation behind donations is an important factor and thus, anthropologists need to be conscious 

of these unequal power dynamics. Neo-colonial relations point to development being driven by less benev-

olent motives than first assumed; some projects could be argued to reinforce relations of subordination and 

increase dependency on donors (Crewe and Harrison 1998). These motives can depend on where the aid origi-

nates: Western aid can be attached to fiscal pressure. An example of this would be when British prime minister 

Theresa May stated she would increase British investment in Africa to deepen trade ties (Lewis 2019, p.1970). 

Furthermore, Canada’s sponsoring of rural development in Thaba-Tseka was an attempt to help Canadian cor-

porations find export markets (Ferguson 1996, p.16). Power and governance can also be manipulated through 

aid: Lesothian development can be argued to be an attempt to expand bureaucratic power (Ferguson and 

Lohmann 1994, p.176). In contrast, Russia and China  favours political relationships rather than the economic 

motives of the West. This phenomenon is known as debt-trap diplomacy - and has been coined ‘a new scram-

ble’, to represent the neo-colonial relations emerging in development recently (Melber 2008, p. 393-398). 

As a result of these failures, many academics believe that Development rarely works; ‘delusion and 

disappointment, failures and crimes have been the steady companions of development and they tell a common 

story: it did not work’ (Sachs 1992, p.1). However, views such as Sachs’ fail to acknowledge development’s 

nuances, and ignore the value that development can bring to the socio-economic status of citizens. ‘South Af-

rica’s social grants have been extremely successful at reducing poverty’, which has resulted in the number of 

families who suffer from hunger to decrease (UNICEF 2012). Similar ‘social protection programmes’ can be 

seen in Southern Africa more broadly: Swaziland introduced an old age pension nationally, and Lesotho set up 

childcare grants (Ferguson 2015, p.7). Research in Namibia suggests poverty reduction has also been effective 

(Ferguson 2015, p.8). However, much of this effectiveness is regionally restricted: social protection schemes 

only exist in Southern Africa (Ferguson 2015, p.13). Development within individual countries is nuanced; 

though childcare grants are increasing in Lesotho, this is not the case in other neighbouring nations (Ferguson 

and Lohmann 1994, p.176). When executed correctly, development projects can produce socio-economic suc-

cess. However, when appropriate action isn’t conducted, citizens are left disenchanted with results, sometimes 

even worsening the original situation. Therefore, case studies in Africa explain that blanket Development pol-

icy is ineffective, and therefore should be uniquely informed by ethnography, a research methodology which 

will be considered in the next section.

Are anthropologists relevant to African development studies? 

With these case studies in mind, it is necessary to evaluate; i) if anthropologists have a mandate to 

debate these issues, ii) who do anthropologists work with and iii) how their responsibilities have evolved. 

There are issues with delegating responsibility to both the government and the masses: the former is 

rarely representative of the people, yet the masses are not homogeneous (Ferguson and Lohmann 1994, p.176). 

Thus, outsiders with expertise, such as anthropologists, can add value to these discussions. Many problems 

can be mitigated by adopting an anthropological stance (Ferguson and Lohmann 1994) such as employing 

an ethnographic methodology which encourages a more multifaceted understanding of ‘aid, policy reform 

and global governance’ (Ferguson 1996, p.10). This increases participatory development approach alleviates 

misrepresentation and power imbalances by encouraging actors to view foreign culture more holistically. By 

showing ‘how the interface between different actors in the development process combines the structural and 

historical specifics of their institutional location’ develops a more well-rounded perspective of projects’ con-

texts and their participants. (Crewe and Harrison 1998, p.5). Consequently, this positions anthropology with 

the tools necessary to contribute to discussions around complex development issues and redefine development 

as needed for the 21st century. 
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Indeed, recent adaptations in anthropology have allowed the discipline to make more relevant con-

tributions to modern development discussions. Anthropology has increasingly contributed global discourses 

of capitalism, governance, conflict, and migration, all of which are central to development studies (Gardner 

and Lewis 2015,  p.4). This increased voice in topical issues allows anthropologists to bring a fresh, informed 

outlook to development studies. For instance, Yelpaala et al (2012) indicate the impact of technology across 

the African continent has benefited business start-ups, universal education and the spread of agricultural and 

farming knowledge. This study shows how technology has led to economic and social development in Africa, 

and how an anthropological stance can help draw out modern perspectives in the context of African develop-

ment (Yelpaala et al. 2012). 

Lastly, as well as applying modern phenomena in Africa, anthropologists have spread awareness on 

how the development industry operates, allowing for the informed deconstruction of power imbalances. Yar-

row’s (2011) ethnography analysing moral ambiguities of Ghanian aid workers exemplifies this practice. The 

first-hand accounts of the workers present a more accurate understanding of how the industry works, which is 

important in the deconstruction of binaries between societies and their populations. An additional advantage 

of anthropological involvement is that ethnographies value indigenous knowledge systems. Integrating these 

systems with western science is productive because they produce more intersectional and culturally relative 

information. This helps deconstruct the misleading binary between the ‘developed’ and ‘underdeveloped’. An-

thropologists must therefore engage in such challenging discussions to ensure all parties of development proj-

ects are represented. Anthropology’s unique perspective and research methodology gives development studies 

the potential to re-define and deconstruct its binaries through ethnographic tools. If Development is informed 

by ethnography and participatory methodology, the accuracy of objectives would lead to more effective and 

sustainable development projects. 

Conclusion 

Development in Africa is a multifaceted and controversial topic; anthropologists must engage ap-

propriately in order to progressively change the way development is viewed in today’s world, particularly in 

research and academia. Anthropologists should use their knowledge of the topic to critically examine schools 

of thoughts like modernisation and dependency theory, and evaluate whether they are still suitable for a re-the-

orised and balanced concept of development. Ethnographies are important research methods as they analyse 

and evaluate the perspective of various parties to ensure they are all adequately represented in such writings. 

Inclusive research techniques of Anthropology are well known (see Yarrow 2008 and Ferguson 1996) but 

should by highlighted further to i) dismantle traditional binaries of development studies and ii) ensure aca-

demic representation for individuals who are involved and affected by development are accurate. Following 

these measures, anthropology can aid the academic deconstruction of simplistic dichotomies in development 

studies. 
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A Foucauldian analysis of the Kikuyu and Puerto Rican Transition into Medicalised Contraception

Ava Chowdhury-Turner

Introduction

This essay will draw on Foucauldian feminist theory to compare the Kikuyu and Puerto Rican transition into, 

and use of, medicalised contraception during the latter part of the 20th Century. Foucault explains a shift in 

the way in which social groups are dominated, from the direct control of bodies (e.g. military violence) to an 

indirect form of self-regulation (e.g. cultural norms). Within medical anthropology, the term ‘biopower’ has 

been used to focus Foucault’s political theory on ‘the body as the site of subjugation’ (Pylypa 1998, p.21). In 

this way, citizens perpetuate their own oppression through the participation in self-regulating daily practices 

and habits to control their own ‘hygiene, health and sexuality’ (Pylypa 1998, p.22). Biopower can be used to 

illustrate the implementation and results of medicalised reproductive controls during the 20th Century. I will 

specifically examine how this played out in two ‘non-Western’ cultures, themselves undergoing changes and 

tensions that can be understood through a Marxian lens. Whilst the use of contraceptive practices enabled 

the emancipation of women (through increased digression from the domestic sphere) it can also be evaluated 

as a constraint when understood within the context of hegemonic gender, and colonial and racial relations. 

Whilst Puerto Rico had clear and ongoing links to such practises throughout the 20th Century, the transition 

in Kikuyu culture from a non-medical to medical contraceptive model also echoes the same reproduction of 

power relations. 

The essay will describe each community’s experience of the introduction of medicalised contraception 

and will then explore its relationship in key themes: i) the underlying impact of economic development and 

colonialism, ii) the roles of the state iii) consent and iv) biopower. The conclusion will examine the differences 

and parallels between the two examples.    

Development of medicalised contraception in Kikuyu society

The Kikuyu are a Kenyan population group of around 5 million people with a Christian and tradi-

tional belief system (Davison 1996. Historically the Kikuyu relied on communal, social methods to control 

sexuality and reproduction (Davison 1996). Traditional practices included ‘ngwiko’ in which ‘youth of both 

sexes could sleep together and engage in sexual play and experimentation without intercourse under a strict 

code of socially accepted behaviour’ (Davison 1996, p. 19). It was also expected that co-wives would fulfil 

the sexual needs of a husband whilst the wife was lactating (Davison 1996). Gradually, however, a shift took 

place in Kikuyu values around children and sexual responsibility. This change occurred within broader shifts 
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of behaviour and norms relating to marriage, household organisation and beliefs - reflecting a transition into 

an increasingly urbanised economic structure. The cultural change had a visible effect on the domestic sphere. 

For instance, sexual abstinence became less likely in smaller, single-family homes (Davison 1996) and sexual 

relations was a matter of independent choice rather than a group responsibility (Davison 1996). This transition 

from community-based responsibility of reproductive control to individual choices mirrors other changes in 

traditional kinship structures. Previously, traditional belief in ancestors and the spiritual world played an im-

portant role in forming the underlying motives driving fertility and sexual behaviour (Price 1969). A combina-

tion of increased access to education and a more monotheistic society led to these beliefs declining alongside 

the diminishing significance attached to broader kinship relations (Price 1969)  (Caldwell et al. 1992). Subse-

quently, the nuclear family became more common (Price 1969)  (Caldwell et al 1992). These economic and 

ideological changes took place within the expansion of capitalism in Kenyan society towards the end of the 

20th Century (Cowen 1972) (Hetherington 1993) (Leys 1976). This exemplifies the subjugation of traditional 

beliefs through the expanding hegemony of ‘Western’ economic practice. 

Another symptom of the transformative change which took place during this time was the economic 

insecurity that resulted from changes in the structure of land ownership (Price 1969). Urbanisation increased, 

as did the extent of private property ownership (Gutto1981). At the same time, employment also shifted away 

from agriculture (Price 1969). These changes can be seen as an economic modernisation or, from a Marxist 

perspective, as the transition into a capitalist state where the privatisation of nationalised land represented a 

significant shift in economic structure. As a result, economic developments in Kikuyu society brought them a 

new model of medicine which ‘shifted fertility motives in favour of smaller families’ (Price 1969). 

Modern contraception could, however, be met with significant apprehension. For example, in Mu-

rang’a, a rural area of Kenya, the ‘Western’ medical model was recognised as being in opposition to their 

traditional beliefs (Price 1969). The imposition of the medical model into Kikuyu culture therefore represents 

the continuation of colonial expansion which occurred during the 20th Century, through the perpetuation and 

dominance of a post-Enlightenment scientific belief system (Adas 2015)  (Delbourgo & Dew 2008) (Harrison 

2005) (Kuhn 1962). 

This is something Preciado refers to as ‘pharmocopornographic’ hegemony (Preciado 2008). Precia-

do explains this in the context of the subjugation and persecution of ‘producers, consumers and traffickers’ 

(Preciado 2008, p. 146) of traditional medicines whose activities and services were replaced by a body of pro-

fessional experts who would be seen as more legitimate (Preciado 2008). The fact that this took place during, 

and as a result of, a broader development of ‘colonial expropriation’ (Preciado 2008, p. 146), and the rise of a 

capitalist economic system, means a clear connection can be drawn here between the subjugation of Kikuyu 

reproductive control methods and the transformation of their economy. So whilst the increasing use of contra-

ceptive methods in Kikuyu culture contributed to the emancipation of women from their mothering role, the 

transition must be understood within the context of overarching colonialist practices.

Development of medicalised contraception in Puerto Rico 

Ethnographic research carried out from the 1950s onwards indicates a somewhat similar transition into 

the use of medical contraception within Puerto Rican culture. Opposition to birth control measures introduced 

by the government was led by the Catholic Church (Landy 1959). The description of ‘church prohibitions’ 

(Wolf 1972) illustrates the tension between the traditional Catholic views and those being imposed by the 

state. There was, however, a greater willingness to accept birth control across the population (Wolf 1972). This 

was likely due to the already partially ‘Westernised’ culture of Puerto Rico that resulted from it being an unin-

corporated territory of the US. Due to this, a medical model of reproduction may have been easier to integrate.

A similar pattern can be seen in the economic transition which occurred alongside medicalisation. 

Traditionally, large families had been regarded positively (Seda Bonilla 1973) with 69% of a Puerto Rican 

community agreeing that children are considered ‘the poor man’s capital’ (Seda Bonilla 1973, p.73). But, like 

the difference in the economic value of children in Kikuyu rural and urban areas (Price 1966), a similar shift 

in values can be seen within urban Puerto Rican communities. Whilst rural families saw children as a source 

of security and economic aid (Seda Bonilla 1973), a study found that, in San Jose, contraception was used to 

space pregnancies and limit family size to four children at most (Wolf 1972). 

Neo-colonialism and the impact of economic development

It can be argued that in both Puerto Rico and Kikuyu, changes in the structure of the economy - cre-

ating increasingly urbanised areas -  played a significant role in the changing economic worth of a child to a 

family. This shifted from a child benefitting the family economically, to family size needing to be limited due 

to the strain on cost and space. This ties into Marxist theories of labour and production in which capitalist 

economic systems have made labour alienable. Whilst the children would have added financial value in rural 

areas where their labour would be directly useful for agricultural work, an urban economy’s labour does not 

translate into benefitting the family in the same tangible and direct way. This effect in Kikuyu culture of the 

growth in non-agricultural employment changed  the underlying ‘fertility motives’ and shifted the balance 

towards smaller families (Price 1966). The same pattern can be seen across the two cultures as ‘Western’ ideo-

logical and economic domination expanded. Therefore, whilst the use of contraception to limit family size can 

be seen as part of a self-regulated process in which the restriction of the reproductive power of bodies by the 
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state was used to ‘reduce hunger, poverty and disease while fostering economic stability’ (Tone 2001, p.207), 

it should also be seen within the context of ideological colonialism (Preciado 2008). 

This is especially the case with the ‘pseudocolonial’ (Preciado, P. 2008, p.189) island of Puerto Rico. 

Since its invasion of Puerto Rico in 1898, the US has used the island as a point of resource extraction. Starting 

with sugar exportation, this developed into the utilisation of the Puerto Rican population for population/birth 

control testing. Explained by Foucault as ‘urban therapeutics’ (Foucault 1974), the U.S used Puerto Rico as 

an ‘extended, non-white, female body to which the pill was administered ‘ (Preciado 2008, p. 180) and steril-

isation legitimised. As well as forming the testing grounds for the 1960s movement of the sexually-liberated 

American housewife (as pharmaceutical profits soared in light of the ‘feminist’ movement), the contraceptive 

methods were also intended to control the over-populated slum areas of Puerto Ricox (Preciado 2008). This 

was carried out as part of the transformation from an agrarian economy to an industrial economy (Preciado 

2008) – another aspect of the relationship between imposed medical contraception and capitalist transforma-

tion. The fact that sterilisation was the ‘primary contraceptive method used on the island’ (Salvo et al.1982) 

makes the medicalisation of contraception in Puerto Rico especially violent. This is due in part to its preva-

lence over reversible methods (Salvo et al. 1982) meaning that in early reproductive years, women did not 

have flexible control over regulating fertility. Given that this is a critical period of life in which investments in 

education and employment can significantly alter future socioeconomic status, the hidden effect of supposed 

emancipation was a loss of control.  The ambiguous and contradictory effect of medication has been labelled 

in medical philosophy as ‘pharmakon’ (Preciado 2008, p.144) an Ancient Greek term for both a drug and a 

poison (Derrida 1981, pp 63-4). 

Foucault, state power and biopower

Foucault describes the hidden effect of this supposed emancipation as ‘power that masks itself’ (Py-

lypa 1998). He describes a discourse that is ‘seemingly opposed to it but really part of a larger deployment 

of modern power’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, p.130). The potential ‘freedom’ medical contraception of-

fered masked the state’s control of lower class women. Techniques of biological control could be perpetuated 

through the ‘choices’ made by a population, ultimately creating a mass of self-governing ‘citizens’ (Foucault: 

1982).

Research indicates that the medicalisation of contraception within Kikuyu groups was also implement-

ed through the state as a method of population control. The clearest indicator of this comes from published 

government papers. For example, the 1965 Population Council report ultimately produced the Kenyan nation-

al population planning programme (Price1966). The report stated that ‘contrary to common official opinion, 

the majority of the population [...] has stated that they would like to limit the size of their families and to space 

intervals between the births of their children’ (Population Council 1965, p.16). This ‘public opinion’ has since 

been scrutinised (Warwick 1982) (Price 1966) and the authors’ conclusions have been found to have misrep-

resented the data in the survey (Price 1966). The issue has been described as ‘not a lack of knowledge about 

methodology but a lack of will to apply that knowledge when the cost might be muddy data or deferred action’ 

(Warwick 1982). In other words, it was felt to be more important to implement the policy than to acknowledge 

any actual resistance.

This critique is an example of how both Kikuyu and Puerto Rican/US states were able to manipulate 

their populations into using medicalised contraception as an effective population control technique. In both 

cultures there was a significant decrease in their population size as a result. For the Kikuyu population, fol-

lowing a state campaign orchestrated by the Family Planning Association of Kenya (FPAK) to combat rapid 

population increase, the percentage growth rate decreased from 4.0% in 1982 to 3.0% in 1992 (Davison 1996). 

This indicates the widespread effect of the promotion and distribution of medical contraception. In Puerto 

Rico, from 1940-1950, there was an 18.3% increase in population which then dropped to 6.3% over the course 

of ten years (‘Population History 1765-2010’ 2019). Given that the height of population testing and control 

took place within the 1950s ( in the lead up to the first FDA approved pill in the USA launching in 1960), these 

statistics show how the introduction of medicalised contraception during this time can be seen as a form of 

population control - or even an  ‘urban eugenic device’ (Preciado 2008, p.174).

This idea of governing through numbers directly links back, once again, to the rise of neoliberalism 

and capitalist market expansion. Foucault has described the emergence of a quantified population as ‘one of 

the great innovations in the techniques of power in the eighteenth century’ (Foucault 1990, p. 25). Govern-

ments were no longer dealing with ‘people’ but rather a ‘population’ as a form of wealth, manpower or labour 

capacity, with its ‘peculiar variables: birth and death rates, life expectancy, fertility, state of health, frequency 

of illnesses’ (Foucault 1990, p.25). Through this theory, it becomes clear that the medicalisation of reproduc-

tive control was both caused by, and contributed to, the formation of an emerging capitalist economy. Through 

these measures, the governments of Puerto Rican and Kikuyu people exercised ‘urban eugenics’ (Preciado 

2008) without necessitating physical control. Instead women carried out these techniques on themselves.

Furthermore, the unequal gender distribution of contraceptive practices must be noted. In both cul-

tures, it was extremely rare for men to practice medical contraception. It was stated that, in Kikuyu culture, the 

men ‘had little incentive’ to use contraception and ‘reported no use’ (Worthman and Whiting 1987). Similarly, 

in Puerto Rico male contraceptive use was described as ‘unsafe anyway, unmanly, and unpleasurable’ (Landy 
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1959, p. 232) despite research indicating that male sterilisation would be simpler and cheaper (Landy 1959 & 

Steward et al 1956). This is, unsurprisingly, indicative of the role of the female body as a source for manipu-

lation and restraint for the benefit of political and economic gain - in the same way that the USA used Puerto 

Rico as a ground for experimentation and oppression.

Preciado discussed the difference between pharmacological interest in male hormones supporting the 

heteronormative representation of men’s bodies. He states that research on men’s hormones (for instance, 

during the invention of Viagra in 1966) was geared to embrace the ‘youth, strength, sexual desire’ (Precia-

do: 2008, p. 169) of men, whilst research on female hormones was used ‘only to control women’s sexuality 

and their capacity for reproduction’ (Preciado 2008, p.164). This trend is merely a continuation of previous 

cultural practices in which, for both Puerto Rican and Kikuyu women, ‘parental instruction and assertion of 

authority [...] take the form of moral interdiction and restriction of freedom of movement’ (Worthman and 

Whiting 1987). This is clearly evidenced through the different sexual expectations of young girls and young 

boys (Seda Bonilla 1973) (Landy 1959).

Conclusion

There are differences between the Puerto Rico and Kikuyu case studies.  The main differences include 

the spread of earlier and more widespread uptake of contraception in Puerto Rico (on account of U.S state 

control) and the ‘preference’ for non-reversible sterilisation method that reflect the extreme structural violence 

taking place at the time. However, the similarities in the reasons for the medicalisation of reproductive control 

and the context within which it took place are much more striking.

The ‘biopower’ (Foucault: 1990) simultaneously fostered the population regulation of both cultures, 

whilst also reproducing the subjugation of women at ‘a molecular level’ (Preciado 2008). This is due to i) 

the context in which contraceptive drugs were produced, ii) who produced them and iii) the purposes of the 

contraceptives. Furthermore, the expansion of the medical model into the reproductive sphere of life created 

a way for male control to extend to what is described - in the context of Puerto Rican culture - as the ‘female 

world from which the new husband is not excluded, but where he can fill no useful role’ (Wolf 1972). The 

concept of ‘Pharmakon’ as both ‘medicine and/or poison’ (Preciado 2008, p.144) summarises the tension be-

tween the outcome of the medical contraception in enabling female sexual liberation and the politically and 

economically-fuelled context of capitalist production from which it arose. It is an excellent illustration of the 

Foucauldian premise that the very thing which one attempts to fight back with (e.g. medical contraception to 

empower women) is made up of the same power that one is fighting against.
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Education as a way to reduce teen pregnancy in Nigerian Hausaland: an anthropological analysis. 

Jasmine Calladine

Introduction to Development: Education and Gender Equality

Gender equality is seen as an integral part of sustainable development initiatives. If women are mar-

ginalised, countries’ chances to develop economically, socially, and politically tend to be reduced (United 

Nations 2019). The United Nations consequently promotes gender equality as a key international policy. One 

of the ways gender equality can be achieved is through equal access to education. This enables women to 

access the skills-based economic market, and thus contribute to a country’s economy (United Nations 2019). 

A country committed to these goals is Nigeria. Currently, Nigerian girls are less likely to complete education 

than boys, especially if they come from a poor, rural environment. Over 90% of boys and girls from affluent 

households’ complete secondary education, by contrast, only 17% of boys and 3% of girls from poor rural 

backgrounds reach this level of education (UNICEF 2018). Furthermore, the number of poor Nigerian girls 

who have never gone to school is rising. In 2000, 43% of poor rural girls had no formal education. In 2013, 

this number rose to 76% (UNICEF 2018). 

One of the reasons poor rural girls are the least likely demographic to complete education is because 

child marriage is a relatively common practice. The median age of first marriage in Nigeria is 19.1 years old. 

However, in rural areas, the median age is 16.7 (Akpan 2003). This difference is even more pronounced in 

certain areas. In the rural northeast the median age is 15.2 years old, and in the northwest, it is 14.2 years old 

(Akpan 2003). This indicates northern girls are especially vulnerable to child marriage. The northwest and 

northeast of Nigeria make up the region known as ‘Hausaland’. A high percentage of Hausa-Fulani, one of Ni-

geria’s three biggest ethnic groups live within that region. Hausa-Fulani form 33.6% of Nigeria’s total popula-

tion, but make up 50.4% of northern Nigeria’s population (World Bank 2019a). They are a relatively culturally 

homogenous ethnic group who practice Islam (World Bank 2019a). The low median age of child  marriage in 

rural Hausaland has been linked to the area’s limited economic opportunities. Hausaland is a predominantly 

agricultural region and has seen little economic investment in recent years. Nigeria has high levels of absolute 

poverty, as 53.3% of the population subsists on under $1.90 a day (World Bank 2019b). Levels of poverty are 

not distributed evenly across the country.  Unemployment is three times higher  (and absolute poverty is 40% 

higher) in Hausaland than in the rest of Nigeria (Meagher 2014). Considering the likelihood of child marriage, 

and levels of poverty in the area, a rural Hausa Fulani girl is thus less likely to complete education than a child 

from a different rural region.

Child marriage is of interest to educational development initiatives because it curtails a girl’s educa-

tional opportunities. Most often, this is due to teenage pregnancy. The demands of childcare make it challeng-

ing to complete education, and rural communities often lack childcare facilities (Akpan 2003). There are also 

strong Nigerian cultural norms that dictate that a mother’s place is ‘at home’ (Akpan 2003). Thus, even if a 

teenage mother wished to complete her education, she would receive little support to do so. Although some 

ethnic groups in Nigeria practice child-marriage whilst maintain a low rate of teenage pregnancy, this is  not 

the case for the Hausa-Fulani. A study conducted across hospitals in western Nigeria found that Hausa-Fulani 

had the highest proportion of teenage pregnancy out of any ethnic group (Amoran 2012). These figures sug-

gest that a rural Hausa-Fulani girl is less likely to complete her education due to child marriage and pregnancy.

The United Nations promotes female education as the ‘long term solution’ (Melah et al. 2007, p.819) 

to child marriage and teenage pregnancy because there is a strong correlation between education levels and 

the likelihood of pregnancy. In Nigeria, half of adolescent women with no education begin childbearing be-

fore adulthood compared to 2% of women who had completed their secondary education (NPC and ICF 

2014). These figures suggests that educated women take time to make informed choices about their body and 

reproduction (Melah et al. 2007). They tend to have fewer, but healthier babies, and are more likely to send 

their children to school (Melah et al. 2007). Thus, educating a community about the harmful effects of child 

marriage would reduce rates of child marriage and increase educational uptake (Pearson 2000). Access to 

education features heavily in the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals – it is understood as an important step 

towards gender equality and women empowerment (United Nations 2019). 

Nigeria has committed to the current sustainable development goals to try and promote education and 

reduce gender inequality. However, there has been little success in rural Hausaland. Firstly, unlike the UN, 

rural Hausa-Fulani do not perceive child marriage as a ‘harmful cultural practice’ (United Nations 2019, p.11). 

Development agencies see child marriage as harmful because of the negative effect it has on female education. 

Contrastingly, to rural Hausa-Fulani, formal education provides few economic or social benefits.  Therefore, 

there is little incentive for Hausa-Fulani to engage with these development projects. Using sociocultural and 

evolutionary anthropological theory can reveal the reasons behind their disengagement, indicating why inter-

ventions so far have not been successful. 

Teenage Pregnancy in Context: Life-History Theory and Social Desirability

A central assumption of development programs is that teenage pregnancy harms female educational 

attainment and increases the biological risk of birth complications. Teenage girls have not reached biological 

maturity (Omeonu et al. 2014). Their pelvises are underdeveloped compared to adult women. This means they 
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are weaker, and thus less likely to survive childbirth. A weak pelvis increases the likelihood of obstructed birth 

and vesicovaginal fistulas (VVF) - vaginal tears (Omeonu et al. 2014). A VVF is a hole between the bladder 

and vaginal tract that prevents the control of bladder functions and causes urine incontinence (leakage) (Akpan 

2003, p.73). Developing a VVF can also lead to the social mariganisation of Hausa Fulani girls. The Hausa 

Fani community value ‘cleanliness’ as it is perceived as an important Islamic practice. (Melah et al. 2007). 

Because urine is perceived as ‘unclean’, women suffering from VVF risk being ostracised by their commu-

nity. These health risks confirm that teenage pregnancy can severely impact a girl’s life physically as well as 

socially 

However, when the context of rural-Hausaland is considered in an evolutionary context, teenage preg-

nancy is revealed to be a desirable life-history strategy. Life-history theory’s central premise is that all or-

ganisms have a finite amount of energy that must be allocated to somatic functions (fighting disease, growth, 

and reproduction) (Sear et al. 2003, p.136). Energy allocated to one function cannot be allocated to another, 

so organisms face ‘trade-offs’ between these functions. The trade-off between growth and reproduction is the 

‘life-history problem’ (Sear et al. 2003, p.136). The theory states that starting reproduction early increases the 

amount of time an individual is fertile and therefore increases the number of potential children they may have. 

However, a high number of children would reduce the growth and ‘quality’ of off-springs. The ‘life-history 

problem’ trades reproductive ‘quantity’ against ‘quality’. From the perspective of Darwinian fitness (an organ-

ism’s survival in a specific environment), a good high reproductive rate for Hausa Fulani would ensure their 

health and survival is maintained (Sear et al. 2003, p.136). 

The Nigerian life expectancy is 53.9 years old. However, this number is even lower in Hausaland 

(World Bank 2019a). This is because the region has the highest prevalence of malaria rates in the coun-

try(World Bank 2019a). This short life span means that the reproductive window of Hausa-Fulani women 

could be cut short. Since there is no guarantee that Hausa-Fulani women would be able to reproduce in the 

future, it makes sense for  them to reproduce early. Viewed from this perspective, early childbirth is an adap-

tive strategy that allow women to increase their ‘reproductive window’. In this way, teenage pregnancy is not 

‘harmful’ to evolutionary fitness, but ‘helpful’ (World Bank 2019a). 

Having children early is also socially desirable in a rural Hausa-Fulani context because of their bride-

wealth practices. Bridewealth can be interpreted as an important finiancial exchange (Akpan 2003). Soon after 

she marries, a bride finds herself under pressure to bear children because her family can only keep the bride-

wealth if she bears a child. If a woman does not have children, she is sent back to her family, who will then 

be obligated to return the bridewealth (Goody et al 1973). Thus, the sooner a woman has children, the sooner 

her family can be certain the wealth belongs to them, and the sooner they can use that bridewealth to finance 

future marriaages. (Goody et al 1973)  

Motherhood in Hausaland is perceived as ‘aspirational’ as having many children brings social prestige 

(Okonofua 1995). This is because the Hausa-Fulani live in an agricultural economy with little access to the 

skills-based economic market. Children are thus a vital source of labour as they can contribute to the house-

hold economy (Bloom et al 2007). Furthermore, children can support and assist ageing households. Having 

multiple children means they can split caring responsibilities between them, without sacrificing too much of 

their own economic pursuits (Bloom et al 2007). 

Hausa-Fulani Interactions with Education: Female Mobility Restrictions and the Influence of Boko Haram

There is a fundamental clash of values between local Hausa-Fulani perspectives and that of policy-

makers. As the prevailing attitude is that teenage pregnancy is culturally desirable, policymakers who wish 

to promote education as a means of reducing pregnancies will find themselves at odds with the Hausa-Fulani 

community. Formal education trains children for jobs within a skills-based economic environment. However 

many Hausa-Fulani live in extremely remote areas where access to these jobs is difficult (Robson 2004). There 

is a lack of roads and infrastructure to enable travel, so access to the skills-based economy is limited. From the 

Hausa Fulani’s perspective,  investing in education is not a solution as it does not make economic opportuni-

ties more readily available and/or physically accessible (Robson 2004). 

Without the necessary economy to make it worthwhile, formal education can negatively impact Hau-

sa-Fulani households by reducing girls’ labour contributions.  Hausa-Fulani women adhere to a strict seclu-

sion practice called ‘kulle’. Kulle means women only go outside their home compound if there is someone 

to accompany them because of the risk that non-kinsmen are believed to pose to them (Robson 2000, p.183). 

Only women of reproductive age are expected to observe kulle, post-menopausal women or young girls are 

not (Robson 2000). The practice of kulle means that girls have a considerable economic role in their house-

hold. Because young girls are not fertile, they are mobile. The kulle restrictions on women mean girls are the 

ones who go outside to collect water and firewood (Robson 2004). They also go to the market to buy and sell 

goods. Boys rarely undertake this work. Therefore, if girls go to school, families lose this integral source of 

labour, and their household economy is harmed. Education consequently poses a negative risk to a Hausa-Fu-

lani family. 

The practice of kulle highlights how girls and women are viewed to be ‘weaker’ than men because 

they need protection to go outside. This perceived vulnerability means that even if educational facilities were 

available, the community may choose not to engage with these opportunities. The remoteness of most rural 
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Hausa-Fulani villages means they have to travel long distances to the nearest town to get to school. As there 

is a lack of transport infrastructure (Robson 2004), crossing terrain can be challenging, especially in the rainy 

season when rivers can flood (Porter et al. 2011). A child therefore must be physically strong enough to be 

able to make the long journey across difficult terrain (Pearson 2000). As a result, Hausa-Fulani children from 

rural areas start school much later than other children. Additionally, socio-cultural ideas about girls’ bodies 

reinforce this disparity. Girls are viewed to be ‘weaker’ (Hampshire et al. 2011, p.223) than boys, and thus 

more vulnerable to the dangers of the school journey. Therefore, their education starts later than boys. Girls 

are also taken out of school when they are perceived to be old enough to marry. Consequently, education is 

not a worthwhile investment for Hausa-Fulani girls. For rural Hausa-Fulani families, girls attending school 

can be perceived as a loss to the household-based agricultural economy.  The risk of encountering violence on 

the way to school reinforces this view. Hampshire et al. (2011) interviewed children across sub-Saharan Af-

rica and found that girls were more likely to report fear of harassment on their way to school than boys. Rape 

was most feared in rural areas, and the fear of it increased with the length of time it took girls to get to school 

(Hampshire et al. 2011). This fear led parents to restrict female mobility even further. 

Fears of education putting girls at risk of violence are not unfounded in northern-Nigeria. ‘Boko Ha-

ram’ is a radical Islamist group that aims to eradicate the influence of the ‘west’ over Nigeria. Their name 

translates to ‘western education is a sin’  (Peters, 2014 p.186). In 2014-2016, the group controlled a large 

territory across three north-eastern states, Adamawa, Borno and Yobe (Omole et al., 2015). In this area, they 

destroyed 497 schools and damaged a further 1,392 (UNICEF 2019). UNICEF reported that in 2019, over 802 

schools remained closed (UNICEF 2019). When Boko Haram was most active, sending children to school 

meant putting them at risk of harm. This was especially the case for girls.  Boko Haram gained worldwide no-

toriety in 2014 after they kidnapped 276 schoolgirls from Chibok (Peters 2014, p.186). They announced they 

intended to ‘sell the girls as wives’ (Peters 2014, p.186) in Chad and Niger. Given this uncertain and dangerous 

context, Hausa-Fulani are reluctant to engage with education and send their children to school. Although Boko 

Haram have been weakened by many international agencies, UNICEFs (2019) reports that the group’s damage 

‘is long-lasting’, and the fear they inflicted on people still remains. 

 Conclusion: 

There cannot be a ‘one size fits all’ approach to development. Whilst education has undoubtably con-

tributed towards gender equality worldwide; it cannot be beneficial without considering other socio-cultural 

factors. 

Teenage pregnancy may not always be perceived negatively. From an evolutionary lens, teenage preg-

nancy is seen as a desirable life-history strategy that can improve the survival of populations in a specific 

environment (Sear et al. 2003). From a social perspective, a pregnancy and marriage provides families with 

bridewealth and give women the prestige of motherhood (Okonofua 1995). The biological risks of obstructed 

birth and vesicovaginal fistulas are often overlooked by the Hausa Fulani, who still value the social and cul-

tural benefits of youthful pregnancies. Thus, if teenage pregnancy is seen as desirable, then attempts to reduce 

pregnancies will prove unpopular with a local community like the Hausa-Fulani.

In a similar vein, education is not always perceived as a worthwhile investment. This is because formal 

education provides most benefits if there is a formal skills-based economy to access. The lack of infrastruc-

ture in the Hausa-Fulani’s remote environment means many jobs are out of reach (Robson, 2004). Without 

the transport links to support people accessing towns, education does not provide tangible economic benefits. 

Cultural norms concerning female mobility add to this problem. Furthermore, the practice of kulle means that 

girls’ labour is integral to supporting their families (Robson 2004). Investing in a girl’s education when it is 

uncertain it will yield any benefits is seen as a loss to the family economy and a risk to the girl’s safety. As 

such, it is unsurprising that many Hausa-Fulani are reluctant to invest in female education. 

The Hausa-Fulani also cannot be separated from Nigeria’s wider political context. Boko Haram has 

posed serious problems across the region (UNICEF 2019). 804 schools in the Hausaland region remained 

closed five years on from the height of the Boko Haram insurgency (UNICEF 2019). When this is considered, 

alongside how female students have been specifically targeted in the past (e.g. the Chibok schoolgirls), the rea-

son why only 3% of rural girls in Nigeria complete secondary education becomes apparent (UNICEF 2018). 

By considering the evolutionary, cultural, and socio-political dynamics of Hausaland, an anthropo-

logical analysis shows that education is not the ‘silver bullet’ (Akpan 2003, p.74) solution that policymakers 

believe it to be. It is only part of a solution.  For education to be useful for the Hausa-Fulani, it must consider 

three approaches. Firstly, health outcomes must be improved so life expectancy is increased, and teenage preg-

nancy is no longer a desirable life-history strategy. Secondly, transport infrastructure and access to skills-based 

economies must be implemented so education can provide better investment returns for families and children. 

Lastly, the political instability of the region instilled by militant groups like Boko Haram must be examined. It 

is only by tackling every factor present that education can be effective in reducing teenage pregnancy and the 

sustainable development goal of gender equality can be met.  
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Classics, Classroom and Social Class

Annie Morris

Classics refers to the study of classical antiquity, encompassing the language and literature of Latin and Greek, 

as well as broader studies of history, philosophy and archaeology; Classics allows us to understand our own 

human history in a period once lost to us, yet the legacy of our ancestors holds its own history of discrimina-

tion. Classics has been traditionally regarded as reserved for the social elite, with access to the studies in their 

control. Fowler asserts that classical education has long been ‘jealously guarded’ by political and intellectual 

elites, implying that the legacy of the classical world, survived within the classroom, is meticulously interwo-

ven with social class and status.1 Within this essay, I will explore how this interaction between classics and 

the elite has affected the engagement and reflection towards the subject from those excluded. The emphasis 

here will focus on Virginia Woolf, an English writer, and her understanding of Greek. Her inability to access 

the classroom due to the control over her education, barred due to her gender, highlights how classics, class 

and the classroom can interact to limit each other while breeding new approaches to the classical world. I 

will, therefore, consider why she chose to study classics, how the influence of social class and education af-

fected her engagement with the topic, and why this influence continues to incite such a critical debate today. 

I will also examine the argument surrounding the maintenance of a classical canon within the classroom, and 

how social class and issues of representation have grown more prevalent to the discussion, with reference to 

Howard Bloom and his critics. This is to emphasise the power of the interaction between social class and the 

classroom in influencing the way classics is studied to deconstruct the historic elitism surrounding the subject.

An institutionalised exclusion of women from classics within the classroom has existed in the past. Here the 

interaction between the classroom and classics worked to dictate and emphasise the binaries between genders, 

the elitist shadow behind the subject ensuring education was allowed only to male upper classes. To women, 

classics were virtually inaccessible. Nagel comments how ‘knowledge of the Greek’ was a product of educa-

tion to prepare students for a professional career.2 Women and lower classes were thus excluded, with the ex-

pectation they should not need entry to such. The ability to study classics within the classroom was therefore a 

clear marker of social status. The interaction between classics and the classroom can, consequently, be clearly 

seen as traditionally used to empower the upper social class, whilst they use it to limit others.

Having established why certain social classes can make a classical education inaccessible to many, we can 

determine how this has affected the perception of the subject from those facing these borders. Virginia Woolf 

1 Fowler, 1999: 219
2 Nagel, 2002: 61

was one of the few women during this long period of exclusion from the classroom to have a degree of clas-

sical education, taking private classes from Kings College London.  Descended from several generations of 

prominent upper-middle-class intellectuals, Woolf had a privileged viewpoint on the social role of the study of 

Classics with respect to both class and gender. Woolf wrote On Not Knowing Greek, an essay that considers 

it ‘vain and foolish’ to suppose we could ever truly know Greek, it far too remote from us in both time and 

space.3 Nagel considers that Woolf chose to study Greek for its ‘intrinsically beautiful language and meaning-

ful literature’ suggesting a true passion for classics.4 

Although Woolf certainly comments that the characters of antiquity are ‘laden with beauty’, Fowler alterna-

tively suggests the Greeks ‘haunted’ Woolf, due to her knowledge that she remained banished from any real 

classical education of which her male relatives instead received.5 This indicates that, for Woolf, restrictions 

from the classical classroom due to social inequities were, in fact, a pivotal reason for her study, the boundaries 

a hurdle she dreamed to jump. This is reinforced as Woolf makes it clear within her writing that there is little 

point in being literate should you not be able to read Greek.6 While Woolf may have been fascinated by the 

beauty of the language, her reasons for the study of classics can be viewed as an inevitable rebellion against 

her exclusion from the classroom, the learning of Greek an absolute necessity.7 Gold furthers this argument, 

considering the study of Greek as a way to prove one’s individuality, those with an education in a position to 

dominate.8 Elite social classes and the classroom may have interacted with classics to emphasise the societal 

divide, but Gold’s assertion stresses the opposite is true for Woolf’s study of Greek, the learning of classics 

now as a way to undermine this control of the social elite, and empower those they deemed unworthy. 

Returning to Woolf’s actual engagement with classics, it is evident how the limits placed within her education 

by elite control affected her enjoyment of the subject. Woolf explicitly states we will never be able to fully ap-

preciate Greek, modern translation failing to grasp the fullness of the meanings and sounds which come with 

the original language and literature.9 

The obstacles Woolf faced with translation were not just its complex forms and syntax, but the separation of 

nature and spirit between her and the Ancient Greeks, what it means to be Greek undefinable.10 The distance 

of knowing another language can extend beyond grammar and vocabulary, to a ‘psychology, climate and 

physical and temporal distance’, highlighting how a person’s own circumstances, such as social status, can be 
3 Woolf, 1938: 39; Nagel, 2002: 63
4 Nagel, 2002: 62
5 Woolf, 1938: 58; Fowler, 1999: 217-19
6 Woolf states ‘What’s the use of reading if you don’t read Greek?’; Haine, 1990: 177
7 Dalgrano, 2006: 147
8 Gold, 2000: 67
9 Woolf, 1938: 55-57
10 Gorry, 2006: 155
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fundamental to their success in studying Greek in the classroom.11 This distance from the Greeks that Woolf 

stresses is considered by Fowler to be a result of the ‘strangeness’ of being able to study Greek and Latin not 

wearing off, it so forbidden by the social elites it became an ‘alien territory.’12 This proposes that while the 

Greeks may have seemed to Woolf as the epitome of pure intellect, Greeks were also associated with forbidden 

knowledge. Nagel supports this, suggesting that Woolf’s exclusion from the classroom led to a degree of hos-

tility to Greeks and scholars, having always regretted the inability to attain a formal education due to societal 

prejudice. This highlights how personal experience with the classroom and social class can negatively interact 

with one’s treatment of the classics. Fowler explores this point further, noting how other early female classi-

cists, like that of Jane Harrison, struggled to embrace the topic with great familiarity, considering the Greeks 

to be ‘puzzling’.13 Yet this detached engagement gave way to new theories to classics; Harrison, for example, 

changed the way ancient Greek culture was thought of with innovative anthropological approaches.14 We can 

then determine how limited education, set due to prejudice from higher social classes with control over the 

learning of the classics, can breed a new understanding for the subject. 

Social class, classics and classroom, therefore, have interacted in the past restrictively, but these restrictions 

have helped raise new understandings of antiquity that show how regressive the marginalisation of women in 

classics is. 

Nowadays, classics is regarded a women’s subject, far more women now studying compared to men.15 This 

can be debated as either positive or negative. Some argue that due to the decline of importance a classical 

education has, it no longer a prerequisite to ‘every gentlemanly vocation’, to now consider it as a subject for 

women emphasises gender binaries; the male elite still has control over who has a classical education.16 Men 

are now encouraged to study subjects like maths and sciences, as its believed that these now prove more use-

ful for “good” careers, like those in the business sector or engineering.17 Women are therefore continuously 

discouraged from pursuing an education that leads to a position of power, showing how classical education, 

even when seeming more openly accessible, remains a marker of societal status. Adversely, a different, more 

optimistic, approach could be considered. The growth of women within the educational field for classics is 

a measure of how attitudes have changed, with an effort to overcome sexism rather than to maintain it. As 

Fowler notes, ‘classics sometimes eluded women, sometimes infuriated them, but were inevitably both a sym-

11 Nagel, 2002: 70
12 Fowler, 1983: 337
13 Ibid
14 Beard, 2010
15 Millet, 1970: 42-43
16 Fowler, 1983: p.341
17 Ibid

bol and an instrument of their rebellion.’18 This could not emphasise more how the interaction between social 

class, classics and education has spurned more action to social equality and feminist thought, away from the 

elite males. 

Gold highlights the importance of educating classics students of the difficulties women like Woolf faced in 

their pursuit for classical knowledge.19 This shows how the education of classics itself can change due to this 

struggle over social class and the classroom. The debate henceforth presents how prevalent and important the 

interaction between classics, the classroom and social class is today.

Due to this ongoing argument, it seems important to note the efforts to keep classics away from the hands of 

elitist, dead white males, and the backlash to these efforts. This highlights how the classroom and social class 

can cooperate to affect classics, rather than how classics and social class influence who belongs within the 

classroom. There is an enduring dispute of what can be regarded as the literary canon, and classical literature 

has traditionally been considered a large part of such. Harold Bloom defines the canon as originally meaning 

‘the choice of books in our teaching institutions’, therefore implicitly identifying the debate as one over the 

classroom.20 Recent arguments encourage the canon to increase in flexibility, growing beyond just the ‘white, 

males, Euro-centric perspectives’, but with more reference to works from other social classes and cultures.21 

This discussion has influenced classics as a subject, with more thought to different approaches and initiatives to 

decolonise the subject.22 This further establishes how the classroom and social class interact to affect classics.  

Harold Bloom’s work is a particularly prominent one, in favour of preserving the traditional, very classical 

canon, as he gives a ‘tongue lashing’ to what he dismisses as the ‘literary school of resentment’: feminists, 

Marxists and new historicists alike.23 

This suggests Bloom is actively resistant to these new approaches and initiatives. Bloom focuses on 

‘strangeness’ as being a necessary qualifier for a book to become part of the canon, a unique flair that clas-

sical literature fortunately prides.24 He considers that ‘idealism’ is now a fashion of the classroom, stud-

ies now in the name of social harmony.25 Bloom thus views this expansion of the canon in the classroom, 

in both quantity and content, to be destructive.26 This highlights how, to some, the interaction between so-

cial class and the classroom can be damaging to classics, undermining its historicity and importance.  

18 Fowler, 1983: 348
19 Gold, 2000: 69
20 Bloom, 1994: 15
21 Turner, 2018
22 Ibid
23 The JBHE Foundation, 1994: 24
24 Bloom, 1994: 3
25 Bloom, 1994: 6-7
26 Bloom, 1994: 7
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Although Bloom laments that he feels ‘quite alone’ in his defence of the canon, this conservative approach 

to the preservation of classics within the classroom has been supported.27 Dirda, for example, wishes readers 

could take its ‘plea to heart’ and turn away from the bestseller lists, indicating a desire for the notion of ‘the 

classic’ to remain intact within the classroom, away from new books made popular by other social classes.28 

This impresses a belief that classics within the classroom should not interact with social class, change due to 

contemporary culture a negative influence, but should be left alone to maintain its aesthetic.

There is, however, a great deal of backlash to Bloom’s ideas for the canon, insults ranging to pinpoint him as 

a ‘monster’ and a ‘savant of dark forces’.29 This would indicate that an evolving canon in the classroom away 

from a predominately classical base, to something far more representative of other social classes but the ‘old 

white male’, is staunchly supported. While Bloom is persuasive in his assertions, I disagree with his engage-

ment with the canon. 

LeGuin’s idea that texts only come into existence when they are read, and without a reader there would be no 

text, highlights the importance of accessibility and universality in reading.30 The Odyssey, for example, was 

translated into prose in English rather than hexameter, to suit the dominant literary system of the receiving 

culture.31 Clearly, classics can change and adapt to suit different cultures and classes, and it would be reduc-

tive for the legacy of the classics to stay static in the classroom under conservative and elitist protection. It 

is important to respect tradition but also to allow the classroom to interact with social class by nurturing the 

changing reflections to the classics, keeping it accessible to modern audiences. 

As aforementioned, classics is no longer fundamental to high-level careers, a marker of the social elite. Chris-

tenson discusses how classical education is undergoing changes to suit the influences of social and economic 

trends, to keep the subject relevant and accessible.32 These developments stress how important the influence 

of social class is to the interaction between classics and the classroom, essential to keeping the education of 

classics alive. New contributions can expand our notions of religion, literature and philosophy. Hong, for ex-

ample, discusses keeping the classroom a safe space when examining the more difficult side of classics, with 

rape warnings and more discussion to identify consent.33 This is a real change from the education that Virginia 

Woolf was not permitted to have, with wider participation beyond the social elite encouraging new dimensions 

to read classics in the classroom and keep it relevant today. 

27 Bloom, 1994: 10
28 Dirda, 1994
29 Pearce, 2018
30 LeGuin in Willis, 2018: 2
31 Willis, 2018: 47
32 Christensen and Embleton, 2016: 78
33 Hong, 2013: 672

Canons should reflect the developing perception of the world and cultures we inhabit in the present, as well as 

‘enshrining the thought of the past’.34 Bloom is fearful that expanding the canon would ‘destroy’ it, but why 

should we fear to see the world and its history through anything but the elitist white male perspective? Social 

class, classroom and classics can, therefore, interact together to keep classics relevant by ensuring the canon 

is modernised, to present the evolving ideas and perspectives beyond a purely elitist view. 

Allowing different social classes access to the classroom would stop the existing pretence that there is a ge-

neric identity we all share. Newer and diverse opinions add new dimensions to considerations of the classical 

world, instead of continuing the limiting and elitist existence of classics that Virginia Woolf struggled with, 

reflected by her ambivalence to the subject; today, instead we can invite, for example, feminist approaches 

with which we can view classics in a fresh light.  Education and social class clearly make a difference to the 

personal relationship that can be shared with the classics. To summarise, the teaching of classics can empha-

sise the dominance of certain social classes while limiting others, but can also interact to provoke greater 

discussion of how to keep classics relevant and empower those previously barred from the subject, with more 

focus within the classroom on a greater representation of different social classes. 

34 Pankaj and Mendelsohn, 2014
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Defining Classicism: How Interpretations of the Term Have Evolved

Clara Heffernan

The debate of what constitutes ‘classicism’ is a long, complex one that has occupied scholars and academics 

for centuries. Often associated with adherence to Greek or Roman principles, the word ‘classicism’ is techni-

cally defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘adherence to classical ideals, styles, etc.’, but this wording 

leaves room for interpretation when it comes to the reception of these ideals by later audiences.1  Furthermore, 

the eclectic nature of ‘classical’ values or features make them too subjective and multi-faceted to be given 

one clear definition. In his paper, ‘What Is “Classical” about Classical Antiquity? Eight Propositions’, Porter 

presents the term ‘classical’ as problematic, siting differences in reception, historical circumstance, and iden-

tification. I would argue that Porter’s statement is undoubtedly true, because the reworking of classical ideas 

into so many forms proves that they transcend any single definition. From the love of the classics among the 

Romantics, to the alignment of the newly independent United States of America with the Roman republic, to 

the echoing of Epic poetry in Kate Tempest’s ‘Brand New Ancients’, it is clear that the ‘classical style’ defies a 

single definition. Through examining the constantly evolving interpretations of classicism, I will demonstrate 

that it exists separately from any intended Greek or Roman style and has instead become a form of interpreta-

tion that can only be experienced or felt, as Porter argues.

The problems concerning the definition of the Classical in the modern world stems from debates sur-

rounding its definition since ancient times. Vincent Scully defines the classic as ‘art which is concerned with a 

total exploration and grasp of the larger meanings which are involved in the inner and outer life of man – in his 

individual life and in his group life’.2  This meaning, while it sounds undoubtedly impressive, defies any objec-

tive definition. As Porter argues, ‘being classical is not a property an object can have, like specific gravity or 

being red…’.3 Porter utilises the case made by Anselm Feuerbach; the classicisation of art is merely a subjec-

tive categorisation that allows works of art, such as the Apollo Belvedere, to become a ‘supreme achievement 

of classical Greek art’.4 Feuerbach was retaliating against Winckelmann, who glorified the statue and allowed 

it to reach the height of fame. Harloe labels this somewhat manic obsession with the concept of classicism in 

the 18th century as ‘Hellenomania’; Winckelmann seems to have had a ‘heightened experience of an object’ 

that surpasses art criticism and reaches more of an adoration.5 The arguments that have come about in relation 

to works of art like the Apollo Belvedere show that a definition of ‘classical’ is not static or objective, it is one 

1 OED Online, s. v. ‘classicism’, 1a: ‘The principles of classical literature, art, architecture, etc.; adherence to classical ideals, 
styles, etc.’.
2 Scully, Jr. 1957: p. 108.
3 Porter 2005: p. 30.
4 Ibid. p. 34.
5 Harloe, 2018: p. 12.

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2010/sep/04/mary-ellen-harrison-mary-beard
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that can be questioned. The subjectivity of classicism can be seen in the long-winded definitions often given to 

the word, like that of Scully. No one seems capable of recognising one objective meaning, and the incoherence 

of the concept itself is still seen in works with classical influences today.

Through looking back at global political and social history, we can find evidence that the term ‘clas-

sicism’ has been defined in multiple different ways and has often been utilised to serve contradicting agendas 

and motives. Throughout history, popular figures from ancient history have been adopted by political move-

ments, and often these figures can be used to embody very different values or ideas. 

Historian Moses Finley shows this in his research into the justification of modern slavery using ancient 

slavery in Greece and Rome by Enlightenment scholars of the eighteenth century such as Arnold Heeren and 

Henri Wallon.6 Early American political theorists such as William Harper utilised the classical world as a 

proslavery argument, claiming that ‘the imperishable works of Rome which remain to the present day were, 

for the most part, executed by slaves’.7 On the other hand, abolitionist philosophers and writers used evidence 

from the ancient world to condemn enslavement. When the abolitionist John Brown was hanged for treason 

in 1859 for his attempted slave liberation in Virginia, author Victor Hugo described it as ‘Washington killing 

Spartacus’.8 The images of Spartacus and slavery have been particularly prominent in political causes due 

to their association with emancipation and freedom. Many left-wing figures such as Karl Marx have praised 

Spartacus’ heroism, labelling him the ‘real representative of the ancient proletariat’.9  From these situations 

we can see how classical antiquity has been utilised to give weight to opposing sides of an argument, showing 

that the use of classicism in politics does not intrinsically mean anything, but is instead often reworked to suit 

various aims.

Traditionally, the concept of ‘classicism’ has been bound up with elitist notions of private schooling 

and higher education, a luxury only afforded to the wealthier members of society; in 2013, only thirty-seven 

British state schools offered the Greek A-Level, falling far behind the 223 independent schools that offered it.10 

Kate Tempest seems to question this notion of class and classicism, utilising her South London dialect 

and integrating it into her oral poetry. ‘Brand New Ancients’ follows the lives of normal individuals trying to 

navigate marriage breakdowns, friendships, fights and celebrations. Specific classical allusions and parallels 

can be found, but on the whole, these characters do not seem to mirror specific gods and heroes of epic poetry. 

Tempest seems to be making a more general point about the human nature and the universality of experience. 

6 Finley 1998: pp. 11-35.
7 Harper 1853: p. 70.
8 Victor Hugo quoted by Timothy Bell Raser, 2004, p. 71.
9 Marx 1861.
10 Quinn, 2015: The tragedy of classical languages being for the privileged few.

It is the type of work that rewards the knowledgeable classicist, who may pick up on references to ‘dragons’ 

teeth left for the sowing’ and the theme of fathers and sons, but can be enjoyed by anyone.11 Similarly, some 

traditionally classical tropes have been transformed through interpretation; epithets, for example, are not ex-

plicitly used, but an unnerving drum roll consistently accompanies the arrival of Clive, the menacing antag-

onist of the poem. Her opening lines are recognisable as an invocation, not to the muses, but to the audience, 

telling us ‘the stories are there if you listen’12. These nods to Homeric tradition arguably represent an element 

of classicism, but, as Porter argues, they seem to create a feeling of the Homeric, rather than a list of qualities 

that come together to make one solid definition of classicism.

Although the content may not be glaringly classical to an unfamiliar listener, the form of spoken po-

etry accompanied by music is probably the closest imitation of the voices of Homer or Virgil an audience can 

possibly experience. Many regard this element of Tempest’s performance as particularly classical, claiming it 

is the ‘modern descendant of the oral poetry scene which gave us the Homeric Iliad and Odyssey’.13 

This is true, but it is key to understand that the tradition of oral poetry is not necessarily synonymous 

only with classical antiquity. Middle Eastern texts existed in spoken word form for hundreds of years prior 

to Homer’s works; for example, ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh’ dates all the way back to 2,400 B.C.E, more than a 

thousand years before the earliest dating of the Iliad.14 Furthermore, we may lose faith in the ‘classical’ aspect 

of the poem when we learn that Tempest often seems to reference ancient myth by accident rather than by 

design. The parallel of Gloria fighting off Spider and Clive with Penelope and the suitors, for example, was 

entirely unintentional on Tempest’s part. She commented that she never made it to Book 22 of the Odyssey and 

any parallels were purely circumstantial.15 This proves the more general point that Tempest seems to make in 

Brand New Ancients; that our stories are not new; ‘the stakes may have changed, but really there’s no differ-

ence’.16 These stories of love, hate, and anguish are something innate to human nature, although the modern 

world may have forgotten to tell them. From the perspective of someone trying to define classicism, this only 

seems to complicate things further. Ancient traditions and their receptions cannot necessarily be labelled ‘clas-

sical’ because they may not be specific to the Greeks and Romans at all.

While Tempest seems to deify modern humans, Alice Oswald seems to do the opposite in her poem 

Memorial, drawing the audience’s attention to the normal men who died in the Trojan War, and the lives they 

left behind. Oswald claims she is trying to capture the Enargeia and the ‘bright unbearable reality’ of Homer’s 

11 Tempest 2014.
12 Ibid.
13 McConnell 2014: p. 198.
14 Empson 1976: p. 241.
15 McConnell 2014: p. 201.
16 Tempest 2014.
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language.17 This can be seen in her consistent use of similes and short biographies of individuals.

 Her focus on empathising with the victims of war resonates with a modern-day audience that have 

possibly lived through World Wars and, more recently, conflicts in the Middle East. Her empathy is clear 

where she breaks through her own narrative, addressing a victim directly as ‘poor boy’.18 The list of names 

at the beginning of the poem reads like a war memorial found in any British town or city, and Oswald herself 

calls it an ‘oral cemetery’.19 Memorial can undoubtedly be labelled as ‘Homeric’, due to it being an ‘excava-

tion’ of the Iliad, but this, again, does not clarify any definition of the word ‘classical’. Specific features of all 

epic poetry and other forms of writing cannot be collated and all described as ‘classical’; ancient literature is 

too varied and wide-ranging for this. Oswald’s work is reminiscent of Homer but does not feature allusions to 

other Greek or Roman figures, so to label it ‘classical’ is a non-specific term. Oswald claims she is not trans-

lating the Iliad, but rather translating the ‘atmosphere’ of the Iliad.20 Her illusive language here demonstrates 

the ‘feeling’ of the classical that we get when we read or listen to it; it is beyond definition, but we can know 

that we are experiencing it.

Overall, the first problem facing the definition of classicism is that it is too difficult to sum up all the 

ideals and values of Greek and Roman literature, art and philosophy into one all-encompassing word. Fur-

thermore, the reception of classical antiquity is out of anyone’s control, and further complicates what can be 

defined as classically influenced. The subjectivity of what is classical makes it impossible to imbue anything 

with an objective classicism. As Feuerbach claims, the reception of classical art is only the ‘subjective illusion 

in the mind of a classicising subject’ (p. 35). 

The ‘classical’ view on social topics like slavery can be used to simultaneously justify and condemn, 

because multiple views from classical antiquity can be found to support either side. In relation to literature, 

elements of certain classical poetry can inspire works, but to label all works that draw on these elements as 

‘classical’ seems to group them all together in a way that is too homogenous. Although it may seem frustrating, 

we may be better off accepting that ‘classicism’ is something we can only feel, rather than something we can 

give an exact definition to.

17 Michin 2015: p. 203.
18 Ibid. p. 208.
19 Ibid. p. 202.
20 Pache 2018: p. 171.
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‘The Art of Cheating’: A Poem with Commentary
Eva Goodinson

Our lady of the fickle-foaming waves

and Mercury, light-footed gambler,

Come close, and guide my hand to spill the words

That teach the art of a beguiling game

through which the barbs of cupid might be dodged.

Girls, if your boy won’t suffice, or if

Like Atreus’ son you seek to aim

Desire’s bow at one out of fair reach

Then wily women listen in to roll

The cheater’s dice and win Cythera’s prize.

Begin by disregarding guilt, for if

Your guy won’t satisfy, it’s natural

To seek a sparkling-stream when you have thirst

Or meat when hunger stabs your belly deep

For cheaters know forbidden fruit is sweet.

To win a battle, legions must be fit

With spears and shields, just as the target of

Your sport must be equipped with certain skills;

Seek out the modest man who holds his tongue

If he should brag of your affair, you’ve lost.

May Mercury of Messages restrain

your escort’s hand; if he should call or text

In excess, boyfriends will suspect.

To remedy a fevered phone, be smart:

Your sister’s name your lover’s number give.

If men desire you, don’t withhold the joys

Of youthful revels, as a feast with but

One dish will never fill the heart or gut.

Had Ariadne stuck to Theseus,

She’d never taste sweet Dio’s crimson wine.

But Debauchees, heed well my warning, don’t

Forget the risk- protect yourself from love,

That ill that makes good women weak. Make sure

Your lover loves you more than what you feel

For him. Be always huntress, never prey.

My final word: have no grace in defeat

The best may be caught out. Venus herself

With Mars was captured but still reigns divine.

Deny, deny again, and let sweet tears

Swell in your eyes- your boyfriend might repent.

Commentary

My didactic poem aims to teach the art of being unfaithful, in a reverse-retelling of the Ars Amatoria. The 

poet Ovid teaches his readers through personal advice and mythological examples how to win over, and sub-

sequently get over, a romantic partner. Ovid has directed the themes, tone, style, and imagery of my poem to 

create a piece reflective of his mock-instructive guide to love. The metre is iambic pentameter as a semi-ironic 

reflection of romance poetry, in which its rhythm mirrors a heartbeat.

The tone of this poem, as in any didactic, is instructive and authoritative, giving advice on adultery and edu-

cated an addressee- in this case, the audience is guileful women (e.g. line 09, ‘Wily women listen in’). This 

is a feature of the didactic tradition, like Ovid identifying his students in Book 3.29, “I’ll show how women 



66 67

ought to take their love”1 and setting out the teachings of the poem to follow. Another inspiring didactic poet, 

Lucretius, similarly addresses his De Rerum Natura to friend Memius, teaching him the ways of nature. 

The poem begins with an introduction of Venus ‘of fickle foaming waves’ and Mercury the ‘gambler’, to set 

a mischievous tone. Venus was chosen over the infamous adulterer Zeus to reflect the opening proem of De 

Rerum Natura, in which Venus is evoked in a hymn. In this proem, she represents natural pleasures; ‘Venus 

was conceived in part as an allegorical rival to stoic Zeus: she stands for pleasure and a world ordered by its 

own spontaneous impulses’2. This invocation is a tradition of didactic poetry, and so I included it as an opening 

to set the theme of the poem.

In the poem’s introduction, the intentions are laid out; to ‘teach the art of a beguiling game’ (04), just as Ovid 

proclaimed, “If you don’t know the art of love, read on”3. In his poem, Ovid’s voice takes the role of teacher; 

‘He adopts the authoritative voice of a vates, or prophet, in love, and interpreter of its signs’4, but the tone is 

playful and less serious than Lucretius’ precise reflections. His advice is slightly ironic and has a mischievous 

quality that I attempted to replicate in my suggestions, such as disguising your lover’s texts. Ovid recommends 

tears against your beloved just as I did (‘tears work; for crying, adamant gives way’ (1.659)), just as I did in 

line 30, but to different ends.

The themes and imagery in this poem were mirrored in Ovid. In Book 2, he claims ‘Love is war’, (2.233) 

and likewise I referred to notions of a battle in line 16. To maintain his playful tone, imagery of gambling and 

games are used throughout (‘roll the cheater’s dice’ (10)), and both author’s use of mythology to illustrate a 

message is replicated in references to Agamemnon (line 7) and Ariadne (line 29), just as Ovid used the latter 

in Book 1 (527).

Following his philosophy, I also instructed women ‘not to withhold joys’ as did Ovid, as the key attitude of the 

poem is hedonism and anti-love. While this is reflected to a certain extent in Ovid’s Cures for Love, the main 

inspiration is Lucretius’ Epicureanism; “What makes love problematical for Lucretius is that it relates these 

two entities (pleasure and freedom) in a mutually exclusive way; pleasure and desire frequently deprive the 

lover of his freedom; and finally because this deprivation of freedom destroys his pleasure too”5 

This is made apparent in his lines, “For there is no doubt that for healthy men / sexual pleasure is purer than 

for those / sick with love” (4.1533)6. Lucretius often compares love to sickness or injury in this way. I have 

replicated this sentiment in the line 32 ‘Forget the risk- protect yourself from love, that ill that makes good 

women weak.’ The overriding theme is that romantic attachment is harmful to women as a limiter of personal 

freedoms and the pleasure of liberated sex, following Epicurean notions of gratification. 
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‘The Whole Point About Troy is That it Fell’  (Easterling): Retellings of the Fall of Troy and Their 
Contemporary Contexts

Florence Wilson-Gunn

The extensive network of ancient material written on the Trojan War has developed a purpose beyond that of 

its mythological origin, now acting as a universal paradigm for suffering, conflict, and resurgence. With this 

in mind, I suggest that whilst Easterling’s statement begins to address the crux of Troy’s legendary tradition, 

it fails to excavate how the Fall of Troy has become imbued with the cultural and political insight of each re-

telling. In determining this, I have chosen to explore extracts of the Trojan Women, Iliou Persis from the Epic 

Cycle and Book II of The Aeneid, to reveal how the point about Troy is not only that it fell but how that fall 

has been employed by poets to simultaneously depict a mythical past whilst overlaying it with issues pertinent 

to a contemporary context.   

From Hector’s cruel death, in Book 22 of the Iliad, to Hecuba’s final lamentations as she is dragged from 

Troy’s burning walls in Euripides’ Trojan Women, a myriad of accounts has constructed the entire devastation 

and collapse of Troy. In the Trojan Women, Hecuba recognises that without the fall there would be no ‘inspi-

ration to sing’ of Troy and the city would ‘vanish into obscurity’ (Troj.1244-1245). In this sense, Easterling’s 

statement is entirely accurate in suggesting that the point about Troy is that it fell, just as a hero’s purpose is to 

die in order to be remembered. In fact, Hecuba’s line has a particularly heroic resonance when viewed through 

a Homeric lens, as it draws a parallel with Hector’s desire in the Iliad to die after ‘some great deed done that 

future men will hear of’ (Il.22.304–5). Therefore, fundamentally the Fall of Troy has resonated throughout 

history because the myths which portray it depict the universal human experience of suffering.1 

Poole describes Euripides’ handling of this experience in the Trojan Women as like that of a ‘surgeon’.2 He 

insists that the clean precision with which the dramaturg dissects the events of the fall is handled clinically 

and ruthlessly.3 However, it is difficult to disassociate emotion from the themes of loss, destruction and defeat, 

inextricably linked as they are with deep emotional turmoil. Rather, the play may be viewed as one long lam-

entation of suffering.  Whilst Easterling suggests that the character of Hecuba is the ‘archetypal sufferer’, it is 

the Chorus’ lamentations which reveal a sense of the universal ‘consciousness of catastrophe’. 4 5 Immediately 

after the prologue, the audience is faced with a barrage of questions and mass confusion when the Chorus 

of women first enter the stage, quickly creating an atmosphere of panic as they try desperately to understand 
1 Poole 1976:258
2 Poole 1976:259
3 Poole 1976:259
4 Easterling 1997:174
5 Poole 1976:258

what has happened and what is to come (Troj.161,185.187). Just like the elders in Aeschylus’, The Persians, 

these women act as a constant reminder of the shared pain of this disaster, evoking the ‘husbands’, ‘children’ 

and ‘aged mothers’ alike, victims who are now ‘gone’ from Troy’s shore (Troj.826-32). 6  This depiction of the 

indiscriminatory nature of Troy’s fall helps the audience grasp the ‘dimensions of the catastrophe’, presenting 

a poignant dramatization of the end of a civilization. 7

Perhaps the most devastating scene to come out of Troy’s fall is the burial of Astyanax which, as Dyson com-

ments, generates a ‘compassion which transcends the personal’.8 This transcendence is fundamental when 

considering the role of the fall in Troy’s literary tradition. 

It has an overarching power to move audiences, drawing on dramatic themes from the deep mythic past, which 

resonate throughout each retelling.  Hecuba’s dirge to the child emphasises her utter devastation (Troj.1140-

1205). This striking breakdown of the natural order as a grandmother buries her grandson, creates an ‘unsur-

passed bleakness’ as she reminisces on the ‘embraces’ she once gave him and the ‘loving words’ he spoke 

(Troj.1188,1185). 9 This scene appeals to the heroic past, perhaps throwing the ancient Greek ideal of kleos, 

the glory  into sharp contrast with the reality of war. This shines a retrospective light onto the treatment of 

heroism, engaging in an intertextual relationship with past myths about Troy, which create a texture with its 

epic predecessor, layering similarity and difference.

Contrary to Davidson’s suggestion that the Trojan Women is an ‘impassioned Homeric sequel’, this depiction 

of heroism seems to step beyond that of the Homeric sphere. 10 However, the scene is handled in the Epic 

Cycle’s Iliou Persis although sources on this are scarce.11 This ‘situational allusion’ to the source material, 

though presenting Neoptolemus, not Odysseus, as the murderer, greatly emphasises the chasm between the 

mighty Hector and ‘little’ Astyanax who will now never fill his father’s shoes (Troj.1185). 12 The pitiful image 

of the boy, small enough to lie in his father’s shield which once ‘struck fear into the Acheans’ dramatizes this 

breakdown of heroism and makes the audience recognise only the victims left behind (Troj.1138). The shield 

acts as a ‘supreme relic’ of past values but in this context has unequivocally failed to do its job of protection. 

Now that both Hector and Astyanax have suffered painful deaths and Troy is at the brink of collapse, the futil-

ity of this shield becomes bitterly ironic.13 

However, it appears that the Fall of Troy goes far beyond capturing the suffering of humanity. These myths can 
6 Easterling 1997:176
7 Poole 1976:259
8 Dyson 1990:17
9 Dyson, Lee 2000:25
10 Davidson 2010:65
11 West 2013:234
12 Davidson 2010:65
13 Poole 1976:266
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be examined as an allegory of war, forging a link between the deep mythic past and the social context of each 

retelling, crucially providing the ‘least obviously paradigmatic’ portrayal of the ‘contemporary Greek polis’.14 

Herodotus makes it apparent in Book 6 of his Histories that audiences in 5th century Athens were sensitive to 

events of devastation in their recent history, when he recalls the occasion where Phrynichus produced The Fall 

of Miletus. This play made ‘the whole theatre [fall] to weeping’ and the playwright was fined for ‘bringing to 

mind a calamity that affected them so personally’ (Herod.6.21).  This archaic censorship has developed an ex-

tensive artistic and literary tradition, where the ‘matter of Troy’ is used as a dramatic vehicle to evoke ancient 

episodes with fresh resonances (Aris.19.1453a).

Whilst Easterling’s statement recognises that Troy’s fall gave poets and dramatists the ‘distance in time and 

space’ to reduce the emotional charge of the action, the scholar may fail to see the meaning which lies beneath 

the plot of the myths. 15 Perhaps then, the point about Troy is not so much that it fell but that it is a non-place, 

‘nowhere’; an absence even before its fall and a blank canvass which poets could use to paint their stories onto 

without obvious political connotations.16 

In the Trojan Women, Euripides uses this distance, shifting the narrative perspective not only to a Trojan but 

almost exclusively female point of view.  The tragedy’s departure from the world of the fifth century Athenian 

polis allows Euripides to simultaneously reinforce and undermine social conventions, often depicting the 

Greeks as committing ‘barbarian evils’ (Troj.764). This theory has culminated in the opinion that the play is 

an ‘anti-war’ treatise’.17 

Conversely, Poole contends that viewing Troy’s fall as anti-war propaganda is narrow minded and ‘shrink[s]’ 

the larger ideologies presented in the drama.18 However, this theory is not simply a suggestion that Trojan 

Women is a ‘denunciation of war’19but rather that Euripides’ portrayal expands the relevance of the story of 

Troy beyond the meaning of its time of writing, creating a ‘myth for all times’.20 For example, Cassandra’s 

ramblings could be interpreted as a subtle yet pointed attack on Greek brutality. The eerie juxtaposition of her 

gleeful wedding song to the laments of Hecuba and the rest of the Chorus is immediately unsettling (Troj.309-

340). Her state of ‘frenzy’ makes her speech difficult to follow but what becomes clear is her distain for the 

Greek army (Troj.171). The beginning of Cassandra’s song undermines the ‘glory of war’ and the ‘supremacy 

of “success”’.21 Her bitter tirade echoes the Chorus’ words earlier in the play but this time concluding that 

14 Easterling 1997:173
15 Easterling 1997:173
16 Zeitlin 2009:679
17 Hamilton 1965:8
18 Poole 1976:258
19 Poole 1976:258
20 Easterling 1997:173
21 Poole 1976:277

the suffering of ‘wives d[ying]as widows’, ‘fathers with no sons’ and, most bleakly the bringing up of ‘their 

children in vain’ for they will not live to become adults, is precisely what the Greek army ‘deserves’ (Troj.380-

385).22 

Cassandra’s portents also resonate with the interaction of the divinities in the prologue, which creates an ‘iron-

ic framework’ for the rest of the play as Athena alludes to the ‘outrageously insult[ing]’ carnage caused by the 

Greeks (Troj.78). Poseidon promises to punish the Greeks for their crimes with a proverbial like statement; 

‘The mortal who sacks cities and temples and tombs…meets destruction in time to come’ (Troj.98-100). This 

is an example of the ‘intolerably ill-omened’ outcome which Easterling suggests is avoided by using Troy as 

a framework.23 This treatment of Greek barbarity may make the audience fear that a continuation of past pun-

ishments is waiting to be visited upon them by the gods. Through the intertext of the Cyclic Nostoi, and The 

Odyssey, the spectators would have been aware of the misery that the Greeks faced from Poseidon on their 

journey home from Troy.24

The political implications of this classical text do remain, as Lloyed-Jones insists, ‘a matter of conjecture’ 

because as modern interpreters of the drama, we cannot know Euripides’ intentions or motives.25 Theories 

surrounding the examples of contemporary immorality which Euripides may have been commenting upon, 

are flawed. For example, it has been suggested that the dramatist was referring to the ‘The Mytilinean debate’ 

of 427 BC. However, Trojan Women would already have been in preparation and rehearsal by the time of the 

massacre, meaning the plot and depiction of the Greeks was already set (Thuc.3.36-49).

Alternatively, Euripides inherited his portrayal of the Greeks from earlier myths. Even stories from the Greek 

perspective, such as Iliou Persis, portrays the extreme violence of the Greeks to an inexcusable degree. Whilst 

Aristotle criticised the Epic Cycle for being too episodic in nature and packed full of action, Proclus’ summary 

certainly emphasises the monstrousness of the Greeks with the striking list of war crimes which they commit 

(Aris.1459a37– b16).26 For example, he identifies the murder of Priam at the altar, the rape of Cassandra, Ne-

optolemus’ kidnapping of Andromache, and the human sacrifice of Priam’s daughter, Polyxena, at Achilles’s 

tomb. This is an example of what Sourvinou-Inwood describes as a  ‘zooming device’.27 Being faced with the 

relatability of the Greek’s disgrace perhaps brings ‘the world of the play nearer, pushing the audience in to 

relating their experiences and assumptions directly to the play’.28 In using Troy as a mythic basis, the action is 

placed   on a ‘higher plane of life’. The effect of the distancing means that whilst the drama is equally resonant 

to the contemporary Greek polis, it is not as easily criticised, and can therefore deliver a didactic message to 

the audience.29

29 Bowie 1990:470
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Through the three-dimensional narrative perspective built up from the network of myths on the fall, Troy has 

assumed the identity of the most ‘real’ of ancient cities.30 However, a more fitting label would perhaps be the 

fallen city with the immediate purpose of acting as an allegory for all fallen cities. This is clearly depicted in 

Virgil’s engagement with the Fall of Troy, particularly in Book II of The Aeneid. 

Virgil sets up Aeneas as an omniscient narrator, guiding Dido and the reader through his memory of the final 

night in the city, by overlaying Roman events onto the mythological landscape of Troy.31 Hardie neatly likens 

this to a ‘palimpsest’ whereby the new story (Rome) has been etched on top of the original writing (Troy). This 

incredibly exciting use of myth turns the Fall of Troy into the origin story of Rome by using memories of the 

mythical city to evoke events in Rome’s recent history, thus anchoring the Roman identity. The pain and suf-

fering that one feels so tangibly in Euripides’ Trojan Women and the base brutality in the Epic Cycle, have been 

inverted by Virgil by playing temporal games thus manipulating the Fall of Troy into the foundation of Rome. 

Hardie’s view is vital in considering the historical accumulation of events using characters, figures, wars and 

cities to depict the full span of Roman history and to draw a clear link from its foundation to the future, sug-

gesting that Rome has a manifest destiny for greatness that began with Troy’s fall. This invites a comparison 

with the epic tradition. In the Iliad the Greeks set out determined to obliterate Troy and all who live in it. 

However, when it comes to Aeneas, the ‘full consequences’ of what this means prevents them from doing so.32 

In Book 20, Poseidon rescues Aeneas from his fight with Achilles, saying that the gods have ‘destined him to 

be the survivor’(Il.20.300–304). Virgil takes that line and uses the deep mythic structure to develop his own 

Roman epic, where the figures of Iulus, Aeneas and Anchises mirror the fallen Astyanax, Hector and Priam.33

This reuse and revival of myth is particularly evoked by Virgil in Book II of The Aeneid. The violent murder 

of Priam at the hands of Neoptolemus which, not only subverts the norms of social behaviour but moreover, 

echoes the murder of the politician Pompey The Great in 48 BC. There are details in the text which enable 

the scene to take on contemporary resonances by using this ancient model centred around the following line.

‘His mighty trunk lay upon the shore, the head hacked from its shoulder, a corpse without a name’ 

(Aen.2.557).

Firstly, the ‘narrative dislocation’ in the description of the death highlights the passage as one for readers to 

register.34 Virgil begins by switching Priam’s mode of death, initially alluding to a stabbing as Neoptolemus’ 

sword is ‘buried to the hilt in Priam’s side’ (Aen.2.552-553). However, a few lines further on Priam is de-

30 Easterling 1997:173
31 Hardie 2013:108
32 Gransden 1985:61
33 Gransden 1985:61
34 Bowie 1990:471

scribed as having his ‘head hacked from its shoulder’ (Aen.2.557). This appears to be an obvious allusion to 

Pompey The Great who is renowned for being decapitated. The second inconsistency which draws the reader’s 

attention is the division in the locations that Priam is killed. His death takes place at his ‘altar’ where he is ruth-

lessly murdered in ‘pools of his son’s blood’ (Aen.2.551). Once again, three lines later, this has changed and 

Priam’s body now ‘lay upon the shore’; again, an illusion to the ‘trunk’ of Pompey (Aen.2.557). Finally, this is 

corroborated by Servius’ famous interpretation that in saying ‘ingens’, and not ‘magnus’, Virgil is alluding to 

the story of Pompey the Great.35 In forging a connection between these two events, Virgil makes actions from 

myth echo in recent history, using this mythical framework to create a more nuanced reading of both Pompey 

and Priam, whilst also representing the theme of destruction and resurgence which is so important in Roman 

identity. Particularly striking is the finality and brutality of this death. 

It appears that Priam’s death is, like Bowie contends, ‘an emblem for the end of the city’. 36  Whilst I agree with 

to an extent with Bowie that Priam’s death is the ‘climax’ of the sack of Troy, one has to look beyond this as an 

‘ending’ for Troy and recognise that Virgil is using the Fall of Troy as a mythical framework for a new Roman 

world to rise. Arguably for Virgil, the whole point about Troy is that it could be rebuilt, and Pompey’s death 

was the first link in the chain of events that heralded Augustus’ regeneration of Rome. This evokes the Chorus’ 

meta-poetic comment in Euripides’ Trojan Women which refers to the ‘new song’ being sung (Troj.515). This 

song about the Wooden Horse initiates a new way of viewing Troy, no longer as a competitor to the Greeks, 

but as a fallen city. 

In conclusion, it has been contended that the point about Troy is, to an extent that it fell but it is also how each 

individual poet manipulates the fall to have an impact in their own society. Whether this be an insight into hu-

man suffering in the past, a cautionary tale for contemporary audiences, or to retrospectively project a mythic 

legitimacy for the Roman future, the point of Troy is that is a concept as well as a location and therefore can 

be used as a template for any civilization at any time. 
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Nietzschean Self-Mastery: Eternal Recurrence and The Dancer 

Eliza Baring 

3rd Year Philosophy (BA)

Introduction

Two of Nietzsche’s most renowned and lasting philosophical ideas are the doctrine of eternal recurrence and 

his concept of the Übermensch. The Übermensch, defined as an individual who has mastered themselves, 

harnessing a ‘will to power’ (Nietzsche, 2003b, p.136), is for Nietzsche the realisation of the ideal human 

being. In his rejection of conventional morality and attempt to reinvigorate human existence – both key-

stones in Nietzschean philosophy – this concept of the Übermensch plays a pivotal role. Eternal recurrence, 

as the ultimate test of self-responsibility, is the defining criteria of this self-mastered Übermensch. So, for 

Nietzsche, self-mastery is aspirational. The agency that comes with self-mastery is achieved by, rather than 

inherent to, humans. This implies that our true self, revealed in this total self-knowledge and control, is not a 

given. 

The resistance to existential complacency endemic to Nietzsche’s works challenges the reader to 

master their own changing, impermanent ‘self’, rather than to rest on the assumption of a fixed being with 

fundamental agency. In this essay I will examine how this challenge can be met – how we can achieve this 

Nietzschean conception of self-mastery. As a necessary condition of self-mastery, I will use eternal recur-

rence as a tool with which to carve out the appropriate path to the realisation of the Übermensch. After 

discussing two possible routes, I will propose my own, where self-mastery can be realised in the same way a 

dancer dances. 

1. Eternal Recurrence

Nietzsche first explicitly outlines his idea of eternal recurrence in The Gay Science. He asks the reader to 

consider the prospect of having to live one’s life again, in identical detail, for all eternity:

This life, as you now live it and have lived it, you will live again, and innumerable times again, and 

there will be nothing new in it; but rather every pain and joy, every thought and sigh, and all the 

unutterably trivial or great things in your life will have to happen to you again, with everything in the 

same series and sequence. (Nietzsche, 2018, p.220) 

Nietzsche questions whether one ‘might long for nothing more than this final eternal confirmation and seal’ 

(Nietzsche, 2018, p.221). This is a leading question. Genuine desire to relive all of one’s actions again and 

again, ad infinitum, demands complete, unqualified acknowledgement and affirmation of one’s life. Ni-

etzsche insists that this demand carries with it a burden of ‘the greatest weight’ (Nietzsche, 2018, p.221). 

In this, Nietzsche frames eternal recurrence as an invitation to introspection and self-evaluation – can 

one honestly say that they are happy with everything they did in their life, to the extent that they would ac-

tively desire to relive it all in identical detail, again and again for eternity? Here eternal recurrence is a pros-

pect to be considered by individuals, with fundamentally normative implications. The idea that all events 

recur eternally and identically relocates (at least imaginatively) one’s past in the future. Where one would 

typically prioritise the future when deciding how to act, given its supposed indeterminacy, eternal recurrence 

in this sense would force one to consider one’s past actions as of equal importance. Taken in this way as an 

individual-focussed, practical doctrine, the fundamental implication of eternal recurrence is that ‘[e]very-

thing one does is equally crucial to who one is’ (Nehamas, 1985, p.7).

Some interpret eternal recurrence as a primarily cosmological doctrine about the nature of the uni-

verse (Heidegger, 1981). In one of Nietzsche’s notebook entries from 1881, the idea of eternal recurrence 

figures centrally in the scientific theory about the nature of the universe he expounds – ‘the total configura-

tion of energy eternally recurs’ (Nietzsche, cited in Magnus, 1978, p.76). Beyond such explicitly empirical 

claims, Nietzsche’s more metaphorical references to eternal recurrence can be seen as part of his metaphys-

ics. He describes the universe as a ‘music box [that] perpetually repeats what should never be called a mel-

ody’ (Nietzsche, 2018, p.122). Alongside his claim that we inevitably interpret the world ‘according to our 

own requirements’ (Nietzsche, 2003a, p.44), eternal recurrence could be taken as part of Nietzsche’s project 

of highlighting the anthropocentric nature of science and undermining its claims to objectivity. Indeed, if the 

universe is a continually and infinitely repeating complex of events, then any attempt to order and control it 

using science would seem futile. 

However, I would argue that the normative implications of a cosmological interpretation of eternal 

recurrence are at odds with Nietzsche’s normative project that seeks to undermine blind obedience to con-

vention and promotes individual responsibility. An individual acting in accordance with eternal recurrence in 

the cosmological sense would be motivated by fateful obedience to a determined cosmic order beyond one’s 

control. By contrast, action in response to the practical interpretation of eternal recurrence would always 

entail a degree of self-responsibility. In its practical sense, eternal recurrence requires introspection in deter-

mining whether one would desire to relive one’s life eternally. Any subsequent actions would be in response 

to heightened self-knowledge, and would thus involve taking responsibility for oneself as acknowledged in 
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this new way. 

I will be adopting the practical interpretation of eternal recurrence, which can be defined by three 

features. Eternal recurrence is the recurrence of the past, such that one re-experiences one’s past in the 

future. One’s past recurs in identical detail. And this recurrence happens eternally. This ensures that affirma-

tion of one’s life under this doctrine must be whole-hearted and unqualified. I will now use this interpreta-

tion of eternal recurrence in determining how Nietzschean self-mastery – the realisation of the emancipated, 

independent Übermensch – can be realised. 

2. Self-Mastery

2.1 Nietzsche on Human Agency

Nietzsche undermines a particular conception of free will in his metaphysics. He ridicules humans’ inflated 

sense of volition – ‘We laugh at him who steps out of his room at the moment when the sun steps out of its 

room, and then says: ‘I will that the sun shall rise’’ (Nietzsche, 1982, p.125). We perceive the world from 

an anthropocentric perspective, susceptible to our theories and manipulations. But Nietzsche argues that the 

sense of causal efficacy this gives us is misguided. What we see as acts of will are merely chance happen-

ings. 

Given this, we should attempt to exercise agency over ourselves, rather than the external world. 

Agency thus becomes aspirational, rather than innate. Nietzsche defines freedom in a normative sense in 

this way, as having ‘the will to self-responsibility’, or ‘a will to power’ (Nietzsche, 2003b, p.136) - a drive 

to command one’s own life. For Nietzsche, one has to be ‘strong enough for [one’s] freedom’ (Nietzsche, 

2003c, p.114). I will now address the question of how self-mastery, or truly autonomous being in this Nietzs-

chean sense can be achieved. 

2.2 Achieving Self-Mastery

Embracing eternal recurrence in the practical sense requires one to take complete responsibility for one’s life 

in acknowledging and affirming all one’s thoughts and actions. Similarly, Nietzsche conceives of the self as 

nothing over and above all of one’s thoughts and actions - ‘there is no ‘being’ behind the action… [t]he ac-

tion is everything’ (Nietzsche, 2013, p.33). So, mastery of the self requires mastery of one’s whole life – all 

actions and thoughts, past and present, no matter how mundane or unpleasant. Eternal recurrence can thus be 

seen as a necessary condition for self-mastery. 

As a prerequisite for self-mastery, I will now use eternal recurrence as a tool with which to determine 

in what sense self-mastery, according to Nietzsche, can be realized. In doing so I will outline two interpreta-

tions of Nietzschean self-mastery, critiquing them both to ultimately propose my own aesthetic account.  

2.3 Naturalistic Account of Self-Mastery 

Leiter argues for a naturalistic interpretation of Nietzschean self-mastery, drawing on the following passage 

from The Gay Science:

We, however, want to become who we are – something new, unique, incomparable, self-legislating 

and self-creating. And to that end, we must become the best students and discoverers of all the laws 

and necessities in the world. We must be physicists in order to be creators in that sense. (Nietzsche, 

2018, p.215, Nietzsche’s emphases)

Leiter uses this passage to posit a more deterministic account of self-mastery. He claims that Nietzsche re-

gards self-mastery, as the process of becoming who we are, as circumscribed by our ‘[n]atural facts’ (Leiter, 

2002, p.81). An individual’s natural facts, or biology, are ‘causally primary in fixing the trajectory of that 

person’s life’ (Leiter, 2002, p.81).

Indeed, as part of his rejection of the conventional view of individual autonomy Nietzsche refutes 

the idea that human actions are motivated by reason. Instead, he argues that our actions are brought about 

as a result of physical impulses and drives that we are often unconscious of. As articulated in Beyond Good 

and Evil – ‘a thought comes when ‘it’ wants, not when ‘I’ want’ (Nietzsche, 2003a, p.47). In this sense, 

self-mastery seems to be about controlling these drives. In Daybreak, Nietzsche appears to explicitly reduce 

all one’s thoughts and actions (and thus, the self) to a conflict between drives - ‘[w]hile “we” believe we are 

complaining about the vehemence of a drive, at bottom it is one drive which is complaining about another’ 

(Nietzsche, 1982, p.109).

On this reading, the self is the aggregate of these conflicting drives that underpin one’s thoughts and 

actions – a unity of tensions. Given that ‘every drive wants to be master’ (Nietzsche, 2003a, p.37), this state 

of conflict is constant. This upholds the dynamism and impermanence of the self that Nietzsche argues for 

in his refutation of the stable essence of an individual. Whilst the intellect ‘takes sides’ (Nietzsche, 1982, 

p.109) as these drives jostle for mastery, this does not seem to require the agency needed for a creator of 

the self, as posited by Nehamas’ aesthetic interpretation of self-mastery that I will detail shortly. Indeed, the 

intellect’s choices are themselves the effects of these unconscious drives, just like all actions and thoughts. 

Mastery is achieved ‘when [one drive] manages to integrate the distinctive pursuits and activities of 

the dominated drives, and therefore their distinctive points of view, in the pursuit of its own specific end’ 
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(Reginster, 2003, p.76). This is importantly different to merely repressing other drives. Mastery, as opposed 

to tyrannical rule, requires the incorporation of competing drives rather than their suppression. 

On this naturalistic account, self-mastery occurs at the level of the unconscious. But given Ni-

etzsche’s doctrine of eternal recurrence, this would seem to make self-mastery unattainable. Self-mastery 

requires whole-hearted affirmation of all of one’s actions and thoughts, but if these actions and thoughts are 

the effects of drives we are unconscious of, then this complete affirmation of them would seem impossible. 

Indeed, whilst Nietzsche rejects the idea of unlimited autonomy, the possibility of agency remains crucial to 

his doctrines - eternal recurrence, and the will to power as actualised in the Übermensch.

2.4 Aesthetic Account of Self-Mastery 

Another argument, put forward by Nehamas (1985), is that self-mastery involves dynamic self-creation. We 

master ourselves by cohering our numerous, sometimes conflicting thoughts and actions into a complex, har-

monious whole. In his admiring description of Goethe (a real example of a Übermensch), Nietzsche under-

pins this idea of coherence in creation - ‘he disciplined himself to wholeness, he created himself’ (Nietzsche, 

2003c, p.114). Support for this interpretation can also be found in The Gay Science, where Nietzsche speaks 

in explicitly aesthetic terms:

To ‘give style’ to one’s character – a great and uncommon art! It is practised by the man who surveys 

all the strengths and weaknesses that his nature affords, and then incorporates them into an artistic 

plan. (Nietzsche, 2018, p.185)

Nehamas connects the idea of self-mastery as self-creation with Nietzsche’s concept of becoming who one 

is. We become who we are through a ‘constantly continuing and continually broadening process of appropri-

ation of one’s experiences and actions’ (Nehamas, 1985, p.190-1). This appropriation of events is the process 

of self-creation, which involves ‘accepting everything that we have done and, in the ideal case, blending it 

into a perfectly coherent whole’ (Nehamas, 1985, p.188-9). Our agency exists in the possibility of mastering 

all the events of one’s life in this way.

Nehamas draws an analogy here between Nietzsche’s idea of self-creation and literary characters. A 

good fictional character is one who is complex, yet believable insofar as it is coherent. Nehamas claims that 

the ideal character, just like Goethe, must be self-sufficient, ‘constructed so that their every feature sup-

ports and is supported by every other’ (Nehamas, 1985, p.194). So, self-mastery under this literary analogy 

is to create this self-sufficient, internally unified character. It does not entail imposing a narrative structure 

on one’s life that ignores any contradictions and inconsistencies, rather it is ‘to become flexible enough to 

use whatever I have done, do, or will do as elements within a constantly changing, never finally completed 

whole’ (Nehamas, 1985, p.190). Eternal recurrence is the ultimate test of this self-mastery, insofar as it de-

mands that every aspect of one’s life be included in this self-creation. 

Importantly, this self-creation and self-mastery is an ongoing process rather than an end goal. One is 

constantly affecting new thoughts and actions in the world, and thus one must continually create oneself as 

long as one is alive. Self-creation is this dynamic process of becoming - ‘incorporating more and more char-

acter traits under a constantly expanding and evolving rubric’ (Nehamas, 1985, p.184). When this is done 

successfully, one achieves self-mastery. 

This literary aesthetic interpretation is problematic from a Nietzschean standpoint. This is highlight-

ed in one of Nehamas’ own articulations of the idea of self-creation – that the creation of the self ‘appears 

to be the creation, or imposition, of a higher-order accord among our lower-level thoughts, desires, and 

actions’ (Nehamas, 1985, p.188). This reference to a ‘higher-order accord’ suggests the need for a creator 

overseeing and affecting the process of self-creation, just as a fictional character requires an author to create 

it. This seems to posit the very transcendent entity of the self that Nietzsche rejects – some organising force 

over and above an individual’s thoughts and actions. 

This aesthetic account preserves the possibility of self-mastery where Leiter’s account failed in re-

placing natural determinism with creative agency. However, the literary analogy Nehamas relies on does not 

reflect Nietzsche’s idea of the self as nothing more than the collection of all of one’s thoughts and actions. I 

will now propose my own aesthetic account of self-mastery that does. 

3. My Alternative Account of Self-Mastery

My alternative aesthetic account conceives of a self-mastered individual as analogous to an accomplished 

dancer dancing. 

In his first published work, The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche argues for the superiority of music as an 

art form. He describes the effects of music on the body as unleashing primitive, authentic expression in the 

form of dance – a force of ‘rhythm, dynamism, and harmony’ that takes one to ‘the height of abandonment’ 

(Nietzsche, 2000, p.26). 

Here, Nietzsche seems to be suggesting that ‘dance possesses an authority that exists outside lan-

guage and that is rooted in the body rather than the intellect’ (Jones, 2013, p.47). Zarathustra himself artic-

ulates this dynamism and harmony that is required for self-mastery – ‘I create and carry together into One 

what is fragment and riddle and dreadful accident’ (Nietzsche, 2003b, p.1). In his self-becoming, he creates 
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coherence out of the disparate and random events in his life. He does this independently from the mores of 

the herd (Nietzsche, 2003b, p.57). To be free to become who one is, to truly master oneself, one must be 

self-sufficient, unconstrained by convention. The complete abandonment the dancer experiences also re-

quires this freedom. Indeed, to completely lose oneself in movement and music in this way requires that one 

is not restricted by concerns of conformity. 

Furthermore, in The Gay Science Nietzsche compares what an individual needs to live well to what a 

dancer needs to dance well – ‘[w]hat a good dancer needs from his nourishment is not fat, but great supple-

ness and strength’ (Nietzsche, 2018, p.280). The skilful dancer is strong yet can carry the weight and strain 

of different positions with elegance. This captures what Nietzsche seems to regard as a necessary tension 

within the self-mastered individual. This is the tension between the lightness of a dynamic, impermanent 

existence and the weight of responsibility for this existence – ‘the greatest weight’ (Nietzsche, 2018, p.221). 

The coexistence of these two properties is articulated nicely in Zarathustra’s instruction to ‘aspire to the vir-

tue of the pillar: the higher it rises, the fairer and more graceful it grows, but inwardly hard and able to bear 

more weight’ (Nietzsche, 2003b, p.141). 

3.1 Comparing Aesthetic Analogies

The coherence and complexity of a good fictional character – one which has ‘the minimum level of discord 

among the maximum possible number of diverse tendencies’ (Nehamas, 1985, p.187) – does capture an im-

portant feature of the ideal Nietzschean self, that of unity in tension. However, a fictional character requires 

an author for its creation. This posits a corresponding creator of the self. This dualism is fundamentally at 

odds with Nietzsche’s conception of the self. 

Dancers, on the other hand, do not require choreographers. One can dance alone, without instruction. 

Furthermore, the creation involved in dancing is just the manipulation of what is already there. Both these 

features avoid dualism – there need be nothing over and above the dancer. This analogy also accounts for the 

truth in both the aesthetic and naturalistic interpretations of Nietzschean self-mastery. Dancers are creative 

agents, but their creation is confined to their bodies, thus circumscribed by their natural constitution. My 

dancer analogy frames self-mastery within the bounds of our physical existence, it upholds the possibility 

for creativity that allows us to fulfil our potential, to aspire to become our own Übermensch. 

In this sense, my analogy underpins the self-sufficiency required for self-mastery in a way that the 

literary analogy does not. A single dancer makes complete sense in isolation, whereas a fictional character 

only makes sense in the context of the narrative in which they are constructed. We understand a character 

through their actions in the book. In the same way in which, as Nietzsche argues, a single action cannot be 

abstracted from all one’s other actions, a character in a novel makes no sense abstracted from this world in 

which it exists. Dancers are self-contained – their body is the relevant context of the dance, and body and 

dance are coextensive. This points to a further problem with the literary analogy which I will now expound. 

In assessing self-mastery in terms of eternal recurrence, the literary analogy throws up some ambigu-

ities as to what eternal recurrence should be applied to – an individual character reliving its life, the author 

rewriting the novel, the sum of all the characters and action in the novel repeating itself? The dancer anal-

ogy, on the other hand, is not vulnerable to such ambiguities. Eternal recurrence can only be applied to one 

thing – the dancer who is both the creator and the self in question. Self-mastery in this sense is achieved if 

the dancer would whole-heartedly embrace the prospect of dancing the same dance of its life eternally.

Examples of literary realism, such as Proust’s and Knausgaard’s autobiographies in which ‘the narra-

tor relates [their life] in enormous, painstaking detail’ (Nehamas, 1985, p.167), present a possible challenge 

to my refutation of the literary analogy. In these works, the character and the author are the same, which 

removes the issue of dualism to an extent. Both authors write ‘exhausting, encyclopaedic’ (Autrey, 2014, 

p.146) accounts of their lives, ‘describ[ing] and apprais[ing] absolutely everything’ (Autrey, 2014, p.146). 

This literary realist style respects the equal importance of every aspect of one’s life, as eternal occurrence 

requires. Coalescing all these details into an autobiographical novel thus seems analogous to the achieve-

ment of self-mastery through self-creation. Nietzsche himself can be seen as trying to achieve self-mastery 

through his own writing in a similar way in Ecce Homo - a ‘self-referential book’ (Nehamas, 1985, p.196) in 

which ‘the character who speaks to us is the author who has created him and who is in turn a character cre-

ated by or implicit in all the books that were written by that author who is writing this one’ (Nehamas, 1985, 

p.196).

However, this analogy fails to capture the dynamism required for self-mastery. True self-mastery 

can only be achieved in the present moment – ‘[t]he will cannot will backwards’ (Nietzsche, 2003b, p.161). 

While past moments of self-mastery may by captured in literary works, they cease to exist as such almost 

as soon as they are completed. Self-mastery is a project that is ongoing as long as one is alive. Achieving 

self-mastery through literature in this way would require a ‘vicious effort’ (Nehamas, 1985, p.198) where, 

as both the author and the protagonist, one must engage in an endless cycle of writing about one’s life, and 

writing about writing about one’s life, ad infinitum. As a fundamentally dynamic art-form, dance provides 

a far more apt analogy, particularly post-modern dancers such as Trisha Brown and Yvonne Rainer. Their 

performances are free-form and pared back, with many of their movements seeming almost quotidian. But in 

the constant flux of the dance, these simple positions of their bodies morph seamlessly into climactic contor-

tions, only to be gone a moment later as the body moves on. 
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The instinctive and authentic nature of dance as an art form is also significant. Just as the act of 

living isn’t fundamentally reflective, but occurs only in the present moment, the act of dancing is similarly 

immediate. Dance involves a kind of bodily knowing that precedes any cerebral processes of reasoning. By 

contrast, characters in literary works are planned out and constructed by an author. This removes the element 

of immediacy that is primary to both the movements of a dancer and our thoughts and actions. Creating 

a coherent fictional character requires that they (their actions and thoughts) are rationally explicable. The 

coherence of a dance does not require reason in this way. Coherence is achieved insofar as all the action and 

creation is contained in a single body. But the content of this action and creation need not conform to any 

rational standard. Loie Fuller’s ‘Serpentine Dance’ exhibits a chaos of fabric - swirling discs and folds that 

appear to have lives of their own. This mass of material revolves around the dancer – the centre of gravity 

that produces this chaotic complex, but ensures it is the chaotic complex of a particular person and life. This 

seems a more accurate reflection of how we live our lives. Whilst we might make plans on the basis of some 

rational narratives about how we think our lives will play out, these are often subverted by unforeseen events 

that we are forced to respond to spontaneously. Dance can be similarly spontaneous, unconfined to such 

rational structures. 

So, although both fictional characters and good dancers achieve the coherence and complexity 

required for self-mastery, it is dancers that capture the self-sufficiency and dynamism that are integral to 

Nietzsche’s concept of a self-mastered Übermensch. A good dancer is strong, yet supple – able to maintain 

grace and beauty under strain. To master oneself like a dancer is to be flexible and adaptable to life’s unpre-

dictable, and sometimes challenging, events. This requires one to cultivate sensitivity and spontaneity that 

allows one to foster both dynamism and integrity. It is in this way that Nietzsche thinks we can realise an 

authentic and free existence. 

As the complete acknowledgement and genuine acceptance of all of one’s thoughts and actions, 

eternal recurrence is the fundamental criteria for this ideal existence, underpinning the self-sufficiency and 

dynamism required for self-mastery. To wholeheartedly embrace one’s life one must take full responsibility 

for everything one has done, not relying on or blaming any other person or thing for one’s actions. And this 

wholehearted acceptance will have to evolve, taking on different shapes as one continues to live and act in 

the world. Using eternal recurrence as an evaluative tool in this way, we can see that Nietzschean self-mas-

tery is attainable in the way in which a dancer performs – spontaneous and independent creativity, an em-

bodiment of unity in tension. 

Conclusion

In this essay I have taken one of Nietzsche’s key doctrines – eternal recurrence – and applied a practical in-

terpretation of it to his normative concept of the Übermensch, as the true realisation of self-mastery. In doing 

so, I have established that to master oneself in this Nietzschean sense requires an effort of will in incorporat-

ing all of one’s complexities into a unified, self-sufficient and dynamic being. These qualities are best cap-

tured in the act of dancing. To become who we are - to realise our true selves - we must be both strong and 

flexible, like a dancer, in mastering the diversity of all that exists in us. 
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Credibility Deficit and Credibility Excess: Two Sides of the Same Coin
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Introduction

Credibility is a concept that shapes our private and public life; the trust we attribute to other speakers and 

receive ourselves is based on numerous criteria we consciously and subconsciously take into consideration. 

Scientific expertise, experience or good reputation can be some of the reasons we consider when assessing oth-

er speakers’ reliability. However, there are some instances when we unreasonably consider others unreliable 

because we are biased against their social identity. In her book Epistemic Injustice, Miranda Fricker (2007) 

supports that testimonial injustice occurs if and only if a speaker receives a credibility deficit due to prejudice 

surrounding her identity. In this essay, I will briefly analyse Fricker’s account of testimonial injustice and will 

then support her claim that testimonial injustice is not merely a matter of credibility deficit as it is intimately 

connected to credibility excess. 

I will develop three arguments supporting that credibility excess is a form of testimonial injustice. 

Firstly, following Jose Medina’s view on epistemic injustice, I will support that credibility assessments are 

made in a comparative and contrastive way to what is considered a normal credibility attribution to a speaker; 

so, credibility excess and credibility deficit are strongly linked, forming a pattern of systematic epistemic in-

justice (which stems from patterns of cultural and social oppression). Secondly, I will develop Medina’s argu-

ment on systematic epistemic injustice by arguing that a systematic credibility excess attributed to specific so-

cial groups gives them an epistemic authority that allows them to shape the epistemic environment according 

to their standards. This simultaneously results in marginalised groups epistemically understanding themselves 

through the lenses of the epistemic authority and unrightfully appropriating a credibility deficit. Thirdly, I will 

argue that positive prejudicial credibility excess can be harmful as it values marginalised speakers only for 

their unique contribution in the epistemic community, excluding them from the rest of the discourse. 

All three arguments suggest that a credibility excess is intrinsically a form of epistemic injustice, un-

like Fricker’s view that credibility excess may be advantageous or unharmful for the speaker’s credibility. In 

the end, I will explain why it is important to consider credibility excess and credibility deficit as two sides of 

the same coin. 

Miranda Fricker’s definition of testimonial injustice

Miranda Fricker (2007) identifies two types of epistemic injustice: the testimonial and the hermeneutic. Testi-

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/nietzsche/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YNZ4WCFJGPc&feature=youtu.be
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=3FALHd5Viz4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_vHqIMFDbQI
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/nietzsche-life-works/
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monial injustice occurs when a speaker’s testimony is receiving less credibility than it deserves whilst herme-

neutic injustice happens when a speaker from a marginalised group lacks the necessary interpretive tools to 

express her distinctive and special experiences (simply, there are no words to capture what the speaker wants 

to express). Fricker focuses on the problems generated from testimonial injustice due to a credibility deficit a 

speaker receives based on her identity and the existing prejudice around it. 

One of the examples she uses is from the movie The Talented Mr. Ripley where Marge Sherwood is 

silenced by her soon-to-be father in law Herbert Greenleaf, even though she has key information about his 

son’s disappearance.  According to Greenleaf, ‘there is female intuition and there are facts’  (Minghella, cit-

ed by Fricker, 2007, p.14) and so this implies that Marge’s testimony is dismissed simply because she is a 

woman and he is prejudiced towards her supposed irrationality, which results in considering her (and women 

generally) to be lacking credibility. This case of credibility deficit has undoubtedly wronged a woman based 

on prejudicial premises, and this phenomenon is also systematic, meaning that it follows the subject in every 

instance of her life (simply because it is based on her social identity). Nevertheless, Fricker considers credibil-

ity excess, where the speaker receives more credibility than she should as a case that: 

may (unusually) be disadvantageous in various ways, it does not undermine, insult, or otherwise with-

hold proper respect for the speaker qua subject of knowledge; so in itself, it does her no epistemic 

injustice, and a fortiori no testimonial injustice. (Fricker, 2007, p. 20) 

She supports that there are no direct links between credibility deficit and excess, as judging one as untrust-

worthy does not necessarily imply that this disproportionate distribution of credibility trickles down towards 

considering others as more trustworthy. In other words, credibility is not a pie where some groups get fewer 

pieces because of the prejudice around their identity while others get bigger pieces; that is because credibility 

is not a scarce good, therefore it is not finite. As there are not any competitive demands for distribution of this 

epistemic good, fair credibility assessments can be made equally for everyone. 

Comparative credibility assessments and systematic epistemic injustice

Unlike Fricker, Jose Medina (2013) argues that credibility assessments are inevitably made in a comparative 

and contrastive way, with respect to the considered levels of credibility that produce a systematic pattern of 

epistemic injustice.  As Fricker argues, credibility is not a scarce good subjected to distributive justice where 

one agent receives more credibility in the expense of another who receives less. Nevertheless, that should not 

stop us from describing credibility assessments comparatively; when someone receives credibility excess, it 

is understood in comparison to normal credibility assessments. This way, credibility excess is unfair since a 

disproportionate amount of trust was given to a subject, whereas under the same circumstances other subjects 

would have received a normal level of trustworthiness. Receiving comparatively more credibility than others 

constitutes an epistemic injustice as a subject receives a privileged epistemic treatment that may indirectly 

affect other subjects (Medina, 2011).  This may reveal some subjects having excessive epistemic authority 

than others and therefore results in systematic patterns of epistemic injustice. This comes as no surprise when 

social injustice and the discriminatory treatment of racial groups (mainly seen as whites and non-whites), of 

genders (mainly seen as heteronormative and ‘the other’) and other forms of oppression produce a pattern of 

systematic injustice that can be reduced to epistemic injustice.  These patterns of racial and gender inequality 

further take place (consciously or not) when someone assesses the credibility of a speaker from a marginal-

ized group; underprivileged social groups systematically receive less credibility while privileged ones enjoy 

an excess in trustworthiness. Following Medina’s contextualist view, epistemic injustice has to be understood 

as a larger pattern of social injustice, taking into consideration the durable cultural and social inequalities. 

Understanding epistemic injustice comparatively shows the intimate relation between credibility deficit and 

credibility excess; unlike Fricker’s argument, credibility excess does harm as it breeds and maintains the pat-

terns of epistemic injustice (Medina, 2011).

Epistemic authority, epistemic rules and the vicious circle of testimonial injustice

Credibility excess is not merely a part of a larger pattern of epistemic injustice as it indirectly perpetuates a hi-

erarchical epistemic environment. Medina (2011) argues that the dominant social imaginary perpetuates epis-

temic injustice as they speak from a position of authority that has already been attributed a credibility excess.  

Developing his point further, subjects that receive excessive epistemic trust tailor (based on their standpoint) 

an epistemic environment for themselves that yet affects everyone. The epistemic standards they produce and 

re-enforce create an epistemic environment where all subjects epistemically understand themselves from the 

epistemic standards of the others. The epistemically excluded have to epistemically understand themselves 

and the world through the lenses of the epistemic authority.

First, this results in what Fricker (2007) argued as an appropriation of credibility deficits by under-

privileged groups. This implies that speakers themselves may attribute less credibility to their statements as a 

result of the epistemic rules that give a credibility excess to privileged social groups, and credibility deficit to 

the marginalised ones in comparison to what would be considered a normal attribution of trustworthiness to a 

speaker. Second, the identity-based epistemic dominance of those who arbitrarily and unfairly receive credi-

bility excesses shapes the epistemic environment with standards that are often racist and sexist. The epistemic 

dominance of the authority can normalise active ignorance and, most importantly, enable the authority to make 

credibility assessments made in their own interests and on the basis of their own epistemic standards. The 
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example Fricker uses to illustrate epistemic injustice is a book called To Kill a Mockingbird where a young 

black man, Tom Robinson, is accused of raping a white girl, Mayella Ewell. The white jury undermined Rob-

inson’s credibility because of his racial identity and sentenced him even though his defending lawyer coher-

ently proved that Robinson did not rape the girl. Whilst Fricker uses this example to demonstrate credibility 

deficit, it is equally important to highlight the jury’s epistemic authority in determining the trustworthiness of 

Robinson and all the stakeholders involved in the trial. It is the epistemic authority of the white jury that sen-

tenced Robinson on racial-based reasons. Those stakeholders from an epistemic position of power determine 

the credibility of the rest. Therefore, credibility excess cannot only be understood as part of systematic unfair 

credibility assessments, but also as an epistemic cogwheel that breeds and perpetuates epistemic injustice. 

This way, either credibility excess may be advantageous for the speaker or does not cause any harm.  However, 

it is an integral part of epistemic injustice.

Positive identity prejudice credibility excess as testimonial injustice

Positive identity prejudice credibility excess mainly given to disadvantaged social groups similarly intrinsical-

ly harms and patronises marginalised groups. Stereotypes appear positively as they are favorable towards the 

capacities of the group they are attributed to (e.g. women are good at household work). Positive stereotypes 

provide knowledge that facilitates credibility assessments and, this way, credibility excess can be attributed to 

a specific group merely based on their assumed unique capabilities. Nevertheless, this constitutes an epistemic 

objectification as it permits subjects to contribute in only distinct ways, compulsory representing their mar-

ginalised group. This is intimately linked to an epistemic exclusion from the rest of the epistemic environment 

and a de dicto inclusion only for matters that stereotypically would be epistemically relevant to the speaker’s 

capacities. The marginalised speaker is then requested to perform epistemic labour for the community merely 

because of her identity. This may also result in her internalising a particular specialisation and silencing in oth-

er epistemic matters, as she is convinced that her epistemic capacities are limited to the extent the prejudices 

define (Davis, 2016). So, in cases of typecasting, credibility excess proves to be potentially disadvantageous 

and harms the speaker’s capacity as a knower as it excludes her from epistemic communities except for the 

one she is stereotypically expected to uniquely contribute to. This means that testimonial injustice is not mere-

ly a matter of attributing credibility deficit, because credibility excess can also make a case for testimonial 

injustice.

Why is it important to consider credibility excess and credibility deficit as two sides of the same coin?

Limiting epistemic injustice to patterns and instances of credibility deficit narrows our understanding of unfair 

epistemic practices in credibility attributions. Credibility excess is implicitly a cause and a manifestation of 

epistemic injustice for two reasons.

Firstly, it constructs and dominates the epistemic environment and thus, our epistemic understanding 

of ourselves and the value of our testimony. For example, as seen in Talented Mr. Ripley, Marge tends to be 

less assertive in their testimonies than the men involved; which, as I argued, is a result of her disadvantaged so-

cial position that supposedly decreases her likelihood of trustworthiness (something that may be appropriated 

by women speakers and expected from any interlocutor). Secondly, credibility excess can be a vicious circle of 

unfair credibility attributions because it conserves the current structures of epistemic injustice and, therefore, 

contributes to the continuation of epistemic oppression of disadvantaged groups. Similarly, credibility excess 

attributed to disadvantaged groups is often patronising or assigning them specific epistemic labour, whilst 

excluding them from the rest of the epistemic environment. Credibility excess is an intrinsic part of epistemic 

injustice because it is both a cause and a result of credibility deficit and it is implicitly and explicitly harmful 

towards disadvantaged groups. Once we understand epistemic injustice as a manifestation of epistemic hierar-

chies constructed on current social inequalities, we will identify and epistemically resist them more effectively 

and diversely. 

Conclusion

Testimonial injustice can be caused both by credibility deficit and credibility excess. The systematic epistemic 

injustice towards marginalised social groups created from a comparative and contrastive assessment of credi-

bility demonstrates how deficits and excesses in credibility are strongly linked. Considering credibility excess 

as an intrinsic part of epistemic injustice that stems and flows from credibility deficit is crucial for identifying 

epistemic injustice and figuring out means of epistemic resistance. Recognising the multifaceted nature of 

epistemic injustice is the first step towards tackling it. Any limited view on the matter would exclude several 

marginalised groups that experience epistemic injustice (in different ways) and would therefore not address 

the issue holistically and effectively. Diversifying our streams of information by attributing a fair share of 

credibility to each speaker is not only a matter of social justice for the marginalised; it is also a means of 

improving our information streams and enhancing the quality of our epistemic environments. Widening our 

understanding of epistemic injustice will ameliorate the so far unfair credibility attributions towards speakers 

from marginalised groups. This will be both a step towards epistemic justice but also a means of epistemical-

ly improving our discourse because we will receive coherent information from speakers that we have been 

unfairly dismissing so far. Therefore, understanding and resisting epistemic injustice when it occurs as identi-

ty-based credibility deficit or excess, is a matter of social justice and epistemic justification.
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Introduction 

Whilst many philosophers have written papers regarding the pitfalls of online anonymity1 and the negative 

epistemic and ethical consequences it can incur, some have also noted the benefits which online anonymity 

can provide. I will consider the case for anonymity2 online, assessing arguments surrounding testimonial 

injustice and epistemic diversity and hence the protection of the epistemic presence of minority groups. 

Throughout this essay, I will make use of terms laid out clearly by Miranda Fricker (2007); testimonial in-

justice for example, being the receiving of credibility deficit owing to identity prejudice in the hearer causing 

one to be undermined in their capacity as a reasoner or knowledge bearer. This fits into the broader realm of 

an epistemic injustice where someone is ‘wronged specifically in her capacity as a knower’ (Fricker, 2007, 

p.20). By the term epistemic diversity, I intend to discuss the facilitation of knowledge contribution from 

large and diverse groups of people, here the acknowledged contribution of knowledge bearers will be taken 

as their epistemic presence. I will reject some of the key arguments in favour of online anonymity, through 

the reasoning that the proposed epistemic benefits like diversity are not attained. In incorporating and ex-

plaining notions such as beneficial epistemic friction, I will suggest that anonymity may be contributing to 

already existent epistemic injustices online. Through analysis of the work of Frost-Arnold, sociologist Jessie 

Daniels and José Medina, I will conclude that whilst it may be empirically true that anonymity is adopted in 

this way online, we should not be satisfied that this holds epistemic benefits – that is, improves the value and 

quality of knowledge sharing online. I will make points regarding the negative epistemic impact which an-

onymity can have for members of stigmatised and minority groups. I will then consider a possible relation-

ship between online anonymity and minority-group-blindness, focusing in on a case study of the epistemic 

consequences of colourblindness and majority-group-ignorance. Finally, I will establish my argument that 

online anonymity may be harboring problematic meta-blinding and in fact preventing our moving forward 

from the injustices and biases which force people to utilise this cover to begin with. 

I will briefly outline what I intend to address when discussing identity, a term which I will frequently 

make use of. Throughout my essay, I will refer to identity in part as shorthand for ‘social identity’ as defined 

by Fricker to be made up of:

1 In lacking real-world consequence, online anonymity can result in harmful behavior and hate crime (Newman, 2015; Hampton, 
2019). Similarly, there are epistemic problems which arise from the altered expectations of both speakers and hearers when asser-
tions are anonymous (Goldberg, 2013). 
2 I will take anonymity to be a kind of non-coordinatability of traits, such that one is not able to piece together attributes, features 
and activity to form identity profiles (Wallace, 1999, p.23).
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the conceptions alive in the collective social imagination that govern, for instance, what it is or 

means to be a woman or a man, or what it is or means to be gay or straight, young or old, and so 

on. (2007, p.14) 

I extend this to include notions like geographic situation and class since I feel these can provide fruitful ex-

amples for later discussion of epistemic diversity. This formation of identity3 leads to two consequences: the 

negative and positive impact of acknowledging these social identities within knowledge sharing. In a posi-

tive sense, we can assign people epistemic authority based on various issues; for example, in order to gage 

clear information regarding the crisis in Chile, one would want to have multiple sources, definitely includ-

ing those based in the geographic location of Chile who have some first-hand experiences of the situation, 

with perhaps, also, some theorists from academic backgrounds, a variety of media outlets, and a multitude 

of various people in order to ascertain valuable knowledge. However, it has equally been noted that whilst 

having a diverse range of views readily accessible can provide good grounding for beneficial transformative 

criticism and epistemic friction, it is also true that these social identities can induce prejudice, generalisa-

tions and stereotypes, and hence can be harmful towards an epistemic agent. I will unpack both these claims 

further within this work, specifically focusing on the instances in which the cover of anonymity is adopted 

to prevent access to various notions of identity, ultimately assessing whether or not this is beneficial to the 

epistemic value of online knowledge sharing. 

The case for online anonymity

Frost-Arnold (2014) champions an argument against abandoning anonymity. She gives four reasons for this: 

(1) the increase in creativity owing to anonymity, (2) the development of transformative criticism enabled 

by anonymity, enhancing error-detection; as Frost-Arnold puts it, transformative criticism is one that allows 

us to ‘weed out’ falsities and biases; (3) the protection provided to vulnerable agents who would otherwise 

not transmit their knowledge for fear of punishment or embarrassment, (4) the platform provided for some 

to avoid epistemic injustice (2014, pp.69-71). Her arguments (2), (3) and (4) all circle around the idea of 

empowering and increasing participation from vulnerable epistemic agents. I will delve deeper into these 

arguments, particularly arguments (2) and (4) - which I feel have more long-term, and lasting, epistemic sig-

nificance. I will observe that the adoption of such arguments may pose greater worries for minority groups 

3 I do not take this to be a sufficient or all-encompassing definition of identity, rather I am specifically addressing the factors 
which constitute the formation of ‘social identities’, including the features for which people receive both prejudice and power, and 
which often constitute both generalizations and stereotypes. 

and will hence criticise their validity and suitability for promoting epistemic diversity.  

Frost-Arnold sets up her second argument (2) to satisfy error-avoiding veritists when considering 

truth value online. Error-avoiding veritists prioritise an epistemic system in which agents avoid false beliefs, 

possibly at the cost of consistently suspending judgements. This can be contrasted with truth-seeking veri-

tists who prioritise the acquisition of many truths, albeit at the cost of adopting some falsehoods. She first 

notes the benefits of critical dialogue in diverse communities, allowing us to overcome biases in our back-

grounds (Longino, 1990, pp.73-74). Frost-Arnold then argues that anonymity will promote a platform for 

this kind of diverse criticism, in allowing participation from many diverse and minority groups, promoting 

the eradication of background prejudice in others and overall leading to more objective information which 

can be epistemically beneficial. 

When offering her fourth argument (4), Frost-Arnold draws upon Fricker’s definition of testimonial 

injustice, and her recent work in which she outlines the presence of epistemic injustice towards stigmatised 

groups. Frost-Arnold argues that those who may be in receipt of testimonial injustice may avoid this by 

using anonymity, enabling them to overcome credibility deficit owing to identity prejudice and hence have 

their testimony better regarded. Furthermore, there is an argument that implicit bias owing to identity prej-

udice exists both explicitly and unconsciously in hearers, and hence it can be reduced by blinding policies 

which withhold details about the speaker’s identity (Kelly and Roeddert, 2008). It has been asserted that 

online anonymity can facilitate such blinding, and therefore those from stigmatised groups can avoid certain 

stereotypes and injustices in the treatment of their epistemic assumptions (Frost-Arnold, 2014, p.72; Klein et 

al., 2003, p.358; Matthews and Simon, 2012, p.48). Consequently, through these mechanisms, online ano-

nymity can allow certain assertions and testimonies to be awarded a level of epistemic authority they may 

otherwise unjustly not receive, increasing epistemic diversity online and playing a beneficial epistemic role. 

The case against online anonymity

I argue that there are long-term negative epistemic consequences of adopting anonymity online by way of 

protection, to promote epistemic diversity. We must first note that people from minority groups are utilising 

anonymity in order to participate in online communities and discussion. This displays the fact that problems 

of prejudice and diversity exist online. I will separate my critique into four key arguments; (i) a rejection of 

Frost-Arnold’s argument that anonymous participation in criticism will help eradicate biases,4 (ii) my pro-
4  It is important to note here that Frost-Arnold’s arguments do, in some way, take on and comply with our empirical constraints of 
our current society in which systematic racism and oppression is fully present. In this sense her arguments may still hold signifi-
cant value in the position against the complete eradication of online anonymity, and empirically it is significant for us to acknowl-
edge this. Nevertheless, my aim is to note the importance of understanding that this is not a desirable solution to the problem of 
racism within epistemological spaces. This ‘escape to anonymity’ is not a satisfactory solution to the problems associated with 
implicit bias and racism, which are equally as present online as they are in our everyday (offline) lives. I acknowledge that my 
envisaging of our ultimately attaining complete objectivity is idealistic, nevertheless I do not anticipate that this weakens the sig-
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posal that there are worrying epistemic consequences of blinding policies facilitated by online anonymity, 

(iii) the argument that the use of online anonymity could prevent beneficial epistemic friction, and finally 

(iv) the troubling impact which anonymity may have on the individual epistemic agents who are enticed into 

becoming anonymous.

Firstly (i), I reject Frost-Arnold’s argument for (2), in which she maintains that diverse participation 

in criticism online, this diversity being facilitated by anonymity, will be beneficial in overcoming biases. 

Whilst anonymity can assist the recipients of prejudice from feeling the direct impact of these biases, it 

prevents any opportunity for them, as a minority voice, to receive acknowledgement for their participation. 

Whilst the individual can receive a level of credibility, even when anonymous, the online presence of the 

group feels little impact or recognition of this. This then provides no grounds for those holding the biases to 

criticise themselves or challenge their discriminatory preconceptions. In suggesting the benefits of diverse 

anonymous participation, these arguments undermine the importance of the identity and representation of 

minority groups online in order to obtain diverse and epistemically valuable transformative criticism. 

Secondly (ii), I worry that in attempting to use anonymity to overcome implicit bias and facilitate 

blinding policies, we are merely allowing the oppressor to get away with these biases and avoiding the 

necessary criticism and challenges we should be making towards these instances of epistemic injustice. 

Whilst Kelly and Roeddert portray this blinding to be a positive thing, I worry that it may actually be foster-

ing a type of negative meta-blindness, in which the oppressor becomes insensitive to their own insensitivity 

(Medina, 2013, p.188). When anonymity is used as a kind of protection or cover for identity, it equally hides 

the problems and injustices faced by members of stigmatised groups. Theoretically, the more people who 

utilise anonymity in this way, the less these problems become apparent to us and the less data we can obtain 

on the divides and lack of diversity found in online discussion. I will now draw upon some explorations into 

the presence of colourblindness online by sociologist Jessie Daniels. I offer that the proposal of anonymity 

as a way to overcome epistemic injustice induces similar negative consequences to that of colourblindness 

as a solution to racial injustice. ‘Colourblindness’ - the idea that by ‘not seeing colour or race, one cannot be 

racist’ can facilitate our overlooking of the identities of many groups, equally allowing issues surrounding 

the treatment of these groups to go unnoticed. I will adopt a distinction made by Daniels; she distinguishes 

between the presence of colour-blind racism in; (1) the fantasy that the internet is colour-blind, (2) the reality 

of colour-blind racism operating within the tech industry, and (3) the ways in which colour-blind racism 

shapes theorising of the internet (Daniels, 2015, pp.1377-1378). Whilst Daniels is specifically discussing 

race and the notion of colour-blind racism, I feel that her conception of this provides a useful structure for 

me to extend to my discussion of online anonymity. Hence, my critique of the blinding impact of online 
nificance of my argument in portraying problems associated with this ‘escape to anonymity’ proposal.

anonymity – not only to race but in a broader sense, can be modelled in the same way. The use of online an-

onymity may further fuel our (1a) misinformed perception of the internet as an unproblematic space as Jason 

Calacanis wrote, and cited by Daniels; ‘Do Tumblr, WordPress or Squarespace see colour, gender or age? 

I think not’ (Calacanis, 2013). In terms of knowledge sharing, this fuels a misunderstanding of the sources 

of knowledge and biases which pollute what is available to us online, wrongly allowing us to believe that 

we are interacting with an unproblematic source (the internet), in which everyone is participating equally, 

and there are a broad range of contributors – which is not the case. (2a) This ignorance can then worryingly 

further the lack of action taken against these problems surrounding diverse participation on the internet. And 

finally, (3a) This can shape and misinform theorising regarding the epistemic value of the internet. Our per-

ception of online spaces and the availability of statistics for theorising can be disrupted by the adoption of 

online anonymity. Somewhat like a plaster solution, these pro anonymity arguments have short-term benefit 

for a speaker who manages to overcome some epistemic injustice. However, in the long term, they present 

a world in which people are forced into anonymity, biases are not challenged and further contributes to a 

worrying level of already existent blindness on the internet.

Thirdly (iii), beneficial epistemic friction is prevented when people utilise online anonymity as a 

form of protection from epistemic injustices. In order to achieve epistemic friction, one needs to be able to 

learn from others, being able to criticise one’s own perceptions and epistemic authority, by engaging with 

a large and diverse range of people’s views. This way, one can create a kind of dissonance which enables 

them to eventually alter their own perceptions and beliefs. Medina lays out two key requirements for bene-

ficial epistemic friction; (a) The principle that “all cognitive forces” are acknowledged and engaged and (b) 

epistemic equilibrium, such that no epistemic force overpowers the other (Medina, 2013, pp.27-29). In using 

anonymity, the identity of ‘vulnerable agents’ is going unacknowledged. This violates (a) since in order to 

obtain beneficial epistemic friction, one needs to acknowledge the origin of all cognitive forces involved in 

discussion. Hence, anonymity here denies all parties from engaging in beneficial epistemic friction. Again, 

Frost-Arnold’s arguments seem to be fallacious, proposing to promote epistemic diversity which, for me, 

cannot be achieved without necessary epistemic friction.

Finally, (iv) consider the effect on the individual who utilises online anonymity by way of protection 

against epistemic injustices. Anonymity can allow us to choose the traits we want to be judged for and have 

more control over our social selves (Matthews, 2010, p.361). I offer the criticism that, for individual agents, 

using anonymity in this way can inform a narrative that members of minority groups are better epistemic 

agents without the features of their identity. This is both epistemologically and mentally harmful. Whilst af-

fecting individuals’ epistemic confidence, this could equally decrease the likelihood of epistemic heroes, and 
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hence chained actions. An epistemic hero is an individual who can overcome collective blindness in carrying 

out echoable actions which can lead to positive chained actions (Medina, 2013, p.226). I argue that identity 

plays a fundamental role in the creation of epistemic heroes. Take, for example, the case in which Twitter 

trolls were masquerading as (and attempting to pervert the image of) Black women online. They were caught 

out by Black feminists (Hampton, 2019) who fought back against the trolls by utilising a hashtag “#yours-

lipisshowing” - an echoable action, allowing this community to reveal suspect accounts. Here the signif-

icance of identity is key: this online community of Black feminists were connected to each other through 

their own identities, allowing them to utilise a hashtag which held personal meaning (Hampton, 2019). If 

these twitter trolls were stopped merely by anonymous online forces, perhaps we would not be studying and 

theorising about this incident today.5 Similarly, whilst this example is not directly epistemic, consider Rosa 

Parks whose identity, and her ownership of it, played a vital role in her act of defiance when sitting in the 

White area of the bus. I argue that identity and resistance are inherently linked, and it is this that alerts my 

concern that online anonymity may be preventing necessary and transformative epistemic resistance.

Conclusion

It is with the notion of community with which I wish to conclude my argument. Identity, as opposed to ano-

nymity, plays a key role in the formation of strong and trusting online epistemic communities which can pro-

vide protection, defence against injustices, and the boosting of individual epistemic agents. Non-anonymous 

spaces in which diverse, supported epistemic agents can participate in vital knowledge sharing are key plat-

forms for epistemic heroes, echoable actions, and beneficial epistemic friction. In this sense, I argue against 

the success of online anonymity in harboring epistemic diversity, as it rather provides a plaster-like solution 

to the epistemic injustices and ignorance present on the internet. This could lead to worrying blindness and 

meta-blindness whilst undermining both our perception and challenging of testimonial injustice. We must 

attempt to move away from our biases and prejudices by acknowledging the power of owning our identities, 

both in practical and theoretical terms. Medina writes that ‘issues of identity have to be understood as issues 

of diversity’ (Medina, 2013, p.298) – these two concepts are deeply intertwined, the use of anonymity online 

in way of protection, in fact, undermines this relationship and has epistemologically negative consequenc-

es when it comes to ameliorating problems with epistemic diversity. The internet is becoming increasingly 

present in every aspect of our lives; hence it is imperative that we work towards understanding and im-

proving the relationship between the internet and the beneficial acquisition of knowledge, forming trusting 

epistemic communities and harboring beneficial epistemic diversity. 
5 Some individuals were targeted by the trolls, which perhaps could have been avoided had anonymity been adopted. However, 
I feel this backlash is somewhat inherent in being an epistemic hero and perhaps, if anonymity had been adopted, the incident 
would lose its epistemic significance. 
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Well-Being: A Subjective-Subjective Approach

Sam Payne 

3rd Year Philosophy (BA)

Introduction 

Within ‘Well-Being: A Subjective-Subjective Approach’, I explore several considerations regarding the 

concept of ‘well-being’, which are important in a variety of respects. The notion of well-being, or what it 

is for an agent’s life to go well for them, is both philosophically and practically interesting. There are very 

few papers relating to the Philosophy of Well-Being which consider ‘hybrid theories’ and even fewer, if 

any, which combine two ‘subjective’ accounts. As such, within my paper, I aim to highlight that at least one 

hybrid theory might have been overlooked as a plausible approach to well-being.

 Additionally, it is practically vital for both individuals and the state to have a firm and coherent grasp 

upon how to improve the lives of others, particularly in light of the increasing importance of mental health 

and changing governmental legislation regarding well-being.  As such, this paper discusses an important, 

contemporary topic and could shed some light upon how to better both our own lives and obtain a deeper un-

derstanding of how we might also go about doing so for others.

 This essay will begin by outlining ‘Classical Hedonism’ (Hedonism) about well-being. Hedonism’s 

difficulty in responding to R. Nozick’s ‘Experience Machine’ objection will motivate its combination with 

‘Desire Fulfilment Theory’, in order to form a hybrid account of well-being (‘Hybrid X’). Hybrid X itself will 

subsequently face an objection, in the form of ‘Dave’s Dilemma’, which can be accounted for through making 

a distinction between ‘well-being’ and ‘overall value of life’. It will be concluded that Hybrid X’s convincing 

response to Dave’s Dilemma indicates that ‘going hybrid’ should not be overlooked as a viable option when 

hashing out the notion of ‘well-being’. 

Hedonism and Its Problems 

Before ‘Hybrid X’ can be outlined, it must first be motivated. This requires a description and analysis of 

Hedonism about well-being, which has an exceptionally long history, dating back to Ancient Greece. Any 

theory of well-being must outline which notion, or notions, promote well-being. ‘Subjectivist’ theories of 

well-being, such as Hedonism, assert that the only notion/s which promote well-being are those which we 

have a favourable attitude towards (Lin, 2016, p. 100). For Hedonism this notion is pleasurable experience 

(Gregory, 2016, p. 115). Thus, in its simplest form – pertinent to the purposes of this essay – Hedonism will 

be understood to make the following summary claim: all and only pleasurable experiences promote well-be-

ing (Ibid). For example, if I were to eat a burger, this would only be good for me, i.e. promote my well-be-

ing, if I gain pleasure from this experience. Hedonism has been criticised by Nozick’s ‘Experience Machine’ 

(EM) (Nozick, 2013, p. 264), which is often thought to be an objection, in the form of a thought experiment, 

which ‘clinches the case against Hedonism’ (Lucas, 2010, p. 332). In this scenario, an agent has a choice 

between two options, the first of which is to simply resume his normal life (Nozick, 2013, p. 264). The 

second option is to be ‘hooked up’ to an ‘experience machine’, in which he would experience a maximally 

pleasurable life, without the corresponding events actually happening (Ibid). For example, the agent would 

feel the pleasurable experience of eating a burger but would not actually be eating a burger (he would remain 

‘hooked up’ to the machine). Whilst in the machine, the agent would still think he was living a life in reality. 

This option will be referred to as the ‘Brain In a VAT’ case (BIV).

 On a Hedonistic account, our well-being would be significantly higher in the BIV case, since we would 

have many more pleasurable experiences than in our normal lives. However, intuitively, when faced with this 

decision, we ought to choose to remain in reality, as opposed to live the maximally pleasurable life in the BIV 

case (Ibid). The best explanation for this intuition, the objection goes, is that, contra-Hedonism, the life in real-

ity has higher well-being than the life in the BIV case, since ‘reality, or ‘real experience’, must also contribute 

to well-being, alongside ‘pleasurable experiences’ (Nozick, 2013, p. 265). Thus, the objection goes, Hedonism 

about well-being is overly narrow, consequently generates implausible verdicts and should be abandoned.

Hybrid X – A Potential Solution? 

The potency of this criticism against Hedonism constitutes an incentive to combine Hedonism with ‘Desire 

Fulfilment Theory’ (DFT), thus forming ‘Hybrid X’, in order to cater for our intuitions in Nozick’s EM. In 

short, DFT holds that something constitutes a benefit to someone, i.e. promotes their well-being, if it ful-

fils at least one of their desires (Heathwood, 2014, p. 31). In my view, a ‘desire’ ought to be understood as 

follows: to desire Z is to desire the actualisation of the state of affairs in which Z occurs. This means that, a 

state of affairs is ‘actualised’ if it occurs in reality. For example, if I desire to eat a burger, I desire the actual-

isation of the state of affairs in which I am eating a burger. With DFT outlined, it can now be combined with 

Hedonism, in order to produce ‘Hybrid X’, which I will argue makes the following core claim: something 

constitutes a benefit to someone if it fulfils at least one of their desires and from this desire fulfilment, they 

obtain a pleasurable experience.

 Hybrid X, as outlined above, can explain our intuitions about Nozick’s EM, namely that the BIV has 

lower well-being than the agent within reality. However, Hybrid X will not endorse the conclusion of the 

objection i.e. that ‘real experience’ also contributes to well-being. In the BIV case, the agent is a recipient of 
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pleasurable experiences and nothing more. According to Hybrid X, well-being is only promoted if at least one 

of our desires is fulfilled and we have a pleasurable experience from this desire fulfilment. As above, if ‘desire 

fulfilment’ is understood as the actualisation of states of affairs, the agent in the BIV case is having none of his 

desires fulfilled, since no states of affairs are being actualised; rather, the agent is merely gaining experiential 

pleasurable experience. For example, in the case of eating a burger, the BIV merely has the experiential plea-

sure of burger-eating, rather than actually being in a state of affairs in which he is eating a burger. Hence, the 

agent in the BIV case fails to fulfil any of their desires and thus, according to Hybrid X, has far lower well-be-

ing than an agent in reality, who is able to ‘actually have these things, as well as the associated experiences 

and pleasures’ (Lucas, 2010, p. 7). Hybrid X generates a verdict that sides with our intuitions about Nozick’s 

EM, thus nullifying the impetus of the criticism, a task which could not be achieved by Hedonism alone.

A Summary So Far 

Hitherto, Hedonism, having been clearly outlined, was objected to by ‘The Experience Machine’ thought ex-

periment, which sought to highlight an intuition that, if faced with the choice of a maximally pleasurable life 

as a BIV or a less pleasurable life in reality we ought to choose the latter. ‘The Experience Machine’ thought 

experiment concluded that the best explanation for this intuition is that we would be ‘better off’ i.e. have 

higher well-being, in the latter case since, contra Hedonism, ‘reality’ or ‘real experience’ also contributes to 

an agent’s well-being, above and beyond mere pleasurable experience. In order to cater for this objection, 

Hedonism has been combined with ‘Desire Fulfilment Theory’, in order to form a hybrid theory of well-be-

ing, Hybrid X. In response to ‘The Experience Machine’ thought experiment, Hybrid X can explain our 

intuition that we ought to choose a life in reality, as opposed to a maximally pleasurable life as a BIV, with-

out endorsing the conclusion that ‘real experience’ by itself contributes to well-being. According to Hybrid 

X, an agent’s well-being is only improved if at least one of their desires if fulfilled and, from this fulfilment, 

they obtain a pleasurable experience. As asserted above, our desires relate to ‘real-world’ states of affairs 

and can only be fulfilled if these states of affairs occur in reality. This being the case, in the BIV scenario, an 

agent can have none of their desires fulfilled, since none of the events they are experiencing actually occur 

in reality; rather, the agent is merely gaining pleasurable experience as a brain floating in a vat. Therefore, 

according to Hybrid X, in the BIV case, we would have very low levels of well-being, since we cannot fulfil 

any of our desires and thus fail to obtain an essential constituent of improving well-being. As such, whilst 

‘The Experience Machine’ thought experiment is correct in its assumption that we ought to choose a life in 

reality, instead of a maximally pleasurable life as a BIV, its conclusion, namely that this intuition is a result 

of ‘reality’ itself contributing to well-being, is false. Rather, as asserted by Hybrid X, the reason we ought 

to choose a life in reality is indeed a result of having higher well-being in this case. However, this is not 

because such a life would entail ‘real experience’ per se but rather because we are able to fulfil our desires, 

through actualising states of affairs, while we would fail to do so in the BIV case. 

Hybrid X and ‘Dave’s Dilemma’ 

Despite this success, Hybrid X might still be vulnerable to my following objection, which I will call ‘Dave’s 

Dilemma’. This objection has structural similarities to D. Weijers’ ‘Stranger No Status Quo Bias’ scenar-

io (Weijers, 2014, p. 27), that modifies Nozick’s original EM case. In Dave’s Dilemma, Dave is told that 

50% of his life has been spent as a regular, autonomous agent, i.e. how he had always conceived of his life. 

However, in the other 50%, he was a ‘puppet’ of a master scientist, who dictated what Dave desired and how 

he came to fulfil these desires. Thus, Dave lacked any decision-making autonomy in this half of his life. 

Crucially, the number and intensity of desires fulfilled, as well as the number and intensity of resulting plea-

surable experiences, in each of the respective halves of Dave’s life, were exactly the same. Dave must now 

choose whether to live the remainder of his life in either the ‘autonomous’ or ‘non-autonomous’ scenario. 

 Hybrid X would hold that Dave’s well-being was exactly the same in both cases, given that both halves 

of his life had the same quantity and intensity of desires fulfilled and resulting pleasurable experiences. How-

ever, intuitively, Dave ought to elect to live the rest of his life in the ‘autonomous’ scenario. In light of this, the 

objection makes the following crucial, abductive claim: the best explanation for why, intuitively, Dave ought 

to choose the ‘autonomous’ scenario is because his well-being would be higher in this case. Thus, ‘autonomy’, 

understood as ‘the ability to do otherwise’, in and of itself, promotes well-being, above and beyond desire 

fulfilment and resulting pleasure, which are the only notions considered by Hybrid X. Hence, Hybrid X comes 

under pressure from Dave’s Dilemma, placing the theory on shaky ground.

  However, Hybrid X can respond to Dave’s Dilemma through my own adaptation and extension of 

Heathwood’s distinction between ‘well-being’ and ‘value of life’ (Heathwood, 2005, p. 500). Dave’s Dilem-

ma claims to have triggered our intuition that the autonomous life has higher well-being than the non-auton-

omous life. However, in my view, the intuition being triggered in this case is not pertinent to well-being but 

rather the overall value of the life of the agent. Thus, the best explanation for our intuitions in Dave’s Dilem-

ma is that Dave would indeed have the same well-being in both cases but the overall value of his life would 

be higher in the autonomous scenario, hence constituting our intuition that he should choose this option. 

 The distinction between well-being and overall value of life can be hashed out with the following ex-

ample, which contrasts a deaf person with a hearing person, all else being equal. The deaf person is plausibly 

less autonomous than the hearing person; they have fewer paths open to them in their life/fewer occasions 

in which they can ‘do otherwise’, as a result of their disability. Given the choice between the deaf or hearing 
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person’s life, many agents would pick the latter, since the agent would be able to ‘do otherwise’ in many 

more occasions. If the ‘value’ of one’s life relates to how appealing such a life would be to an independent 

‘outsider’, the life of the hearing agent would be selected more frequently than the life of the deaf agent; 

independent outsiders would, for example, prefer to avoid situations in which they might be debilitated be-

cause of their deafness and would therefore perceive the life of a hearing person as more appealing, render-

ing such a life higher in value, in this specific sense.

 However, a life of higher value in this respect, as a result of increased autonomy, does not dictate the 

well-being of the deaf agent, who could still have equal well-being to the hearing agent, particularly if we 

adopt the ‘Adaptive Preferences Model’ of disability (Elster, 2016, p. 111). According to this model, disabled 

agents do not tend to desire states of affairs which will be difficult for them to actualise, given the extent to 

which their disability limits them (Ibid). For example, the deaf person, as a result of their disability, might not 

have the desire to widen their taste in music and would instead desire to actualise other states of affairs which 

are more immediately accessible, such as improving their 5,000m track time. Therefore, the degree to which 

their disability, and thus their capacity to ‘do otherwise’, impacts their desires being fulfilled could plausibly 

be negligible. As such, in application to Dave’s Dilemma, Hybrid X can maintain that Dave’s well-being in 

the ‘autonomous’ and ‘non-autonomous’ scenarios would be equal, since autonomy, in and of itself, doesn’t 

determine well-being. However, Dave should nonetheless choose the autonomous life, not because he would 

be better off in this life but because, as an independent outsider, he would plausibly conceive of this life as 

higher in value. Thus, Dave’s Dilemma fails to trigger our intuitions pertinent to well-being and hence poses 

no threat to Hybrid X.

 In light of the above response, advocates of the Dave’s Dilemma objection to Hybrid X might reject the 

claim that the case is only relevant to how valuable Dave’s life would be in the autonomous scenario, relative 

to the non-autonomous scenario. Critics of Hybrid X might posit that we have strong intuitions about what 

makes individuals better off in their lives and insist that whilst we ought to accept a meaningful distinction be-

tween ‘well-being’ and ‘overall life value’, the intuitions which are ‘hit’ by Dave’s Dilemma are only pertinent 

to the well-being of the agent in each scenario.

 Nonetheless, in my view, this insistence is groundless. The central claim from advocates of Dave’s Di-

lemma is that the mere ability to do otherwise, regardless of whether this results in more desire fulfilment and 

resulting pleasure, necessarily makes an agent’s life go better. However, this claim conflates how well my life 

is actually going for me, with how well it could be going, had I decided to ‘do otherwise’. Imagine ‘World 1’ 

in which I had no choice in eating cereal in the morning but this nonetheless fulfilled a desire of mine and gave 

me a pleasurable experience. In ‘World 2’, the exact same sequence of events happens: I desire to eat my cere-

al, I do so and I gain a pleasurable experience. Critics of Hybrid X are committed to the notion that I am better 

off in ‘World 2’ simply because I had the ability to choose to have toast instead, despite not actually doing so. 

It’s unclear why I’m better off in either world, given that exactly the same sequence of events occurred. Thus, 

in my view, my well-being should be determined by what actually occurs, not what might have occurred had 

I decided to ‘do otherwise’. As such, Dave’s Dilemma ought to be considered unsuccessful in undermining 

Hybrid X, unless critics of Hybrid X are able to develop a more detailed account of why the mere ability to do 

otherwise contributes not only to the overall value of an agent’s life but, more challengingly, how well their 

life is going for them.

Potential Implications and Conclusion  

In conclusion, the shortcomings of Hedonism, when faced with Nozick’s original EM objection, motivate 

the formation of Hybrid X, combining Hedonism with DFT, which itself was able to plausibly respond to 

Dave’s Dilemma. Hybrid X demonstrates that ‘going hybrid’ ought to be considered a viable option when 

hashing out what well-being is. More generally, Hybrid X could have wider implications for future govern-

mental policy and legislation, which might shift towards entailing a greater degree of individualism within a 

comprehensive notion of what it is for an agent’s life to go well for them.
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A Note from the Music Editor: 
Elysia Cains

While our section may be a little smaller than other subject areas, it is no less im-
portant. Many of the events and historical periods discussed here will feel familiar, 
such as the horrors of the World Wars, or Apartheid in South Africa; the issues that 
these papers grapple with are pressing ones in our world today – questions of intel-
lectual property, diaspora and racial identity, and the objectification of women. By 
studying these themes through the lens of musicology, we are able to access a fresh 
perspective, and are encouraged to engage with old ideas in new and challenging 
ways.

Music is one of the most immediate, ubiquitous and impactful forms of expression, 
and its significance as a tool for articulating political discontent, tapping into the 
cultural zeitgeist, and recording key moments in history, cannot be overstated. In 
short, if we understand music, we can better understand our world.

Therefore, I’m proud to present these papers as an example of just how diverse and 
meaningful the study of music can be.

With thanks to the Music Editorial Board:

Ellis Fryer (Deputy Editor)

Music
‘Schubert’s Late Style and Autobiographic Reflections in Die Winterrei-
se’ - David Jones

‘An Exploration of How Music Mediates Black Diasporic Experience, 
Referring to Paul Gilroy’s Concept of the Black Atlantic’ - Delphine Bo-
agey

‘‘This Is Our World, Me and My Girls’: An Analysis of the Sexualisation 
and Objectification of Female Rappers’ - Katherine Wise 

‘Jean Sibelius: The Extent to Which War Influenced His Orchestral 
Works’ - Nathaniel Warren 

‘An Exploration of the Use of Sampling in Hip-Hop Culture, and the 
Ethics, History and Skill Associated with It’ - Sam Carter 

‘Art Imitates Life: The Interaction Between Politics and Music During 
the Apartheid Era of Suth Africa’ - Lindsay Friday’
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Schubert’s Late Style and Autobiographic Reflections in Die 
Winterreise 

David Jones 

 

Introduction 

Since being theorised by Theodor Adorno in “Beethoven’s Spästil”, the notion of a 

composer developing a distinct style in the years preceding their death has been a matter of 

importance if such a composer is to retain their title of ‘greatness’.1 The case is even more 

significant for Franz Schubert who died in 1828 of syphilis at 31 so had no time to progress to 

a middle period before his works discernibly improved in quality around 1824.2 As one of his 

final works, Die Winterreise should stand as an epitome of Schubert’s developed style, if he 

had one, and some premonition of his imminent demise should be present in the work. Here I 

will explore what it means to have a late style, why, in fact, Schubert has one and whether or 

not Winterreise is exemplar of lateness. 

Late Style 

Adorno asserts that projections of the subjective self and the objective other in his late 

works are defined by his relationship with death or ‘Thanatos’.3 Adorno’s implication that 

Beethoven used his increasing deafness and impending death as his muse in his later works is 

the crucial underlying implication for all ideas on Late Style. Said distils and explains Adorno’s 

theory that near the end of the lives of great artists, their work acquires a new idiom – a late 

style. 4  Adorno described that Beethoven alienated himself from his established sense of 

musical order in his late years, seeking new developments while remaining discernibly 

 
1Hans-Joachim Hinrichsen "Is There A Late Style In Schubert’s Oeuvre?", in Rethinking Schubert, ed, Lorraine Byrne Bodley and Julian 
Horton, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 18 
2 Ibid. 17 
3Jürgen Thym. "Invocations of Memory In Schubert's Last Songs", in Schubert's Late Music, ed. Byrne Bodley and Horton. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2016), 383 
4 Edward W. Said, On Late Style, (New York: Pantheon Books, 2006), 7/8 

 

 

“Beethoven” just ‘not as you know it’.5 20th century musicology’s passion for Beethoven’s 

greatness then declared that possessing an observable “late style” as prerequisite for all 

composers to be considered great.6 

Edward Said emphasises that lateness in life – old age – is not necessarily predicated 

in lateness of style.7  Beyond aging, “late style” represents an apartness resulting from a 

newfound understanding of mortality that both reflects a composer’s early works and looks 

forward to future developments.8 However, there is much debate regarding significance and 

existence of late style as it could be just 20th century retrospective wish fulfilment so one should 

be wary of praising it too much.9 The particular case of Schubert offers an interesting field for 

analysing last works against Adorno’s model to nurture or hinder “late style” as an appropriate 

label for praise.   

Schubert’s Last Years 

Schubert’s early death calls Said’s assertion regarding lateness as caused by proximity 

to death into question. Certainly, Schubert appears to have missed a maturing “middle” 

period all together and skipped from early-late.10 After the resurgence of his syphilis in 1824, 

it is easy to assume that consequently, an awareness of his mortality instigated changes in 

compositional strategy or that the protagonist of Winterreise is a reflection of an emotive, 

depressed mental state post diagnosis. However, published diary entries as late as 1827 

suggest that he was “full of the joys of life”. 11 That said, Schubert’s private letters from the 

same time belie an internal torment of the “unhappiest...person in the world.” 12 Given that 

 
5 Gordon McMullan and Sam Smiles, "Introduction". In Late Style And Its Discontents, edited by Gordon McMullan and Sam Smiles, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 2 
6 Ibid. 
7 Said, Late, 13 
8 Ibid. 
9 Gordon and Smiles, “Introduction”, 1 
10 Tunbridge, Laura, "Saving Schubert". In McMullan & Smiles Discontents, 122 
11Elizabeth Norman McKay, Franz Schubert – A Biography, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001), 269-270 
12 Byrne Bodley, "Music of The Orphaned Self? Schubert And Concepts of Late Style", in Byrne Bodley and Horton, Late Music, 335 
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Saidean “late style” is predicated by knowledge of imminent death and Schubert’s self-

proclaimed, new-found understanding of himself and emotions, it is not unreasonable to 

suggest that his compositional shift and development is of a more radical, late style. 

Adorno highlights how both the subjective and the objective – the “landscape” 

(environment) and the “lyric” (personal) – elements of Schubert’s later works develop an 

emotional depth and intertwined-ness previously unseen.13 His works in this later period were 

a summation of his earlier compositional style – tonal inter-relations and equal balancing of 

forces (especially in song) – while pushing the boundaries of what he knew to do – 

developing thematic, motivic and sub-motivic relationships and emphasising shifting 

sonorities.14 While Winterreise certainly harks back to his earlier Müller cycle, Die Schöne 

Müllerin, Schubert now draws an intimate connection between the external world and the 

internal self with new techniques. This developed sound-world was so radical that in 

Winterreise’s first performance to Schubert’s friends, it was disliked by all – save for “Der 

Lindenbaum”, the most “Schubert” of all the pieces.15 

Late Style in Winterreise 

Cycle as Poetry 

In Winterreise, the “Wanderer” protagonist journeys form a lost lover, through and out 

of a town towards another. The text follows an emotional, non-linear path, rather than a logical 

one, with songs flashing laterally through time, focusing on the Wanderer’s internal journey. 

In line with this non-linearity, the cycle opens in medias res and closes without resolution.16 In 

a way, the Wanderer reflects the 19th century ideal of the isolated musician, taking solace in 

 
13Richard Kramer, "Against The Grain: The Sonata In G (D. 894) And A Hermeneutics Of Late Style”, in Byrne Bodley and Horton Late 
Music, 111 
14 Walther Dürr, "Compositional Strategies In Schubert’s Late Music", in Byrne Bodley and Horton, Rethinking Schubert, 29 
15 Maurice J.E. Brown, The New Grove Schubert, (London: Macmillan, 1982), 59 
 
16 Thym, “Invocations”, 388 

 

 

his music (‘meinen liedern’, “Der Leiermann”).17 The obvious conclusion one might draw from 

an isolated wanderer, reminiscing about the past and fearing the future, is that the protagonist 

is a reflection of the composer. This would certainly denote Winterreise as being an 

autobiographic, late style invention of Schubert’s. Yet we must remember Wilhelm Müller 

wrote the Wanderer, and Schubert gave the him life. Considering Müller wrote the poems to 

be set to music and that once set to music by Schubert, a poem is no-longer the poets,18 the 

focus for discerning the “lateness” of Winterreise must be principally through Schubert’s 

treatment of the poem as lyric.19  

Cycle as Music: Problem of Death 

The problem of Winterreise can be reduced to the knowing the inevitable endpoint of 

the Wanderer’s journey – certainly “Der Leiermann” gives us no conclusive answer. In “Der 

Wegweiser,” the protagonist starts down ‘the road from which no man has returned.’ He sings 

 
17 Ibid, 386 
18 Barbara R. Barry, The Philosopher's Stone: Essays In The Transformation Of Musical Structure, (New York: Pendragon Press, 2000), 184 
19 Ibid, 387 
 

EXAMPLE 1 - DER WEGWEISER, MM.60-70 
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earlier in the cycle of desiring death’s release, but certainly if ‘the signpost’ was to indicate his 

death, Schubert would welcome it with warmth of major tonality and consonance rather than a 

stark chromatic, minor sound world (ex.1).20  

 

Rather than the representation of death being paramount to Schubert’s developed late 

style here, of real significance, Stein suggests, is his portrayal of increasing and inevitable 

isolation. 21  Indeed, this would have been influenced by his syphilitic state, particularly 

throughout the Part II, which he composed in a melancholy solitude whilst away from social 

occasions.22 Broadly, this new “late style” embodiment of isolation is evident in the increasing 

sparseness of texture throughout the cycle that so turned Schubert’s companions off his new 

cycle at first. The warm, Schubertian major, consonant accompaniment of No.5 “Der 

Lindenbaum” working melodically in tandem with the vocal line reflects the Wanderer 

reminiscing his love (ex.2). This contrasts starkly with No.17 “Im Dorfe”, whose vocal line 

begins opposed to its accompaniment – the Wanderer is alone from the world asleep in their 

beds (ex.3). While driven by the growing rejection of the Wanderer in Müller’s text, this subtle 

musical scoring marks Winterreise as being treated with a newfound emotional awareness not 

present in Schubert’s earlier Muller cycle. 

 
20 Susan Youens, "Retracing A Winter Journey: Reflections On Schubert's "Winterreise"", 19th Century Music 9, No.2 (Autumn 1985): 133.  
21 Stein, Deborah. "The End of The Road In Schubert’s Winterreise", in Byrne Bodley and Horton, Rethinking, 354-359. 
22 Brown, Schubert, 58 

 

 

  

EXAMPLE 2 - DER LINDENBAUM, MM.17-20 

EXAMPLE 3 - IM DORFE, MM.5-8 
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Eternal Beginning 

Winterreise is also a culmination of Schubert’s prowess of musical characterisation. 

From the outset, a sonority and interpretation of Müller that is distinctly Schubert is present. 

This is encapsulated in the opening descending melodic motif in “Gute Nacht”, which begins 

on the vocal melodic peak note; the Wanderer is plodding down, traversing through the snow, 

already exists in the music before he sings (ex.4).23 This characterisation importantly ties the 

landscape sounds to the protagonist by bonding the accompaniment to both the external world 

and the Wanderer’s action. This treatment of the opening melody starting from a peak note 

emphasises the cycle’s opening in medias res. Schubert wants to highlight this seemingly 

eternal journey and the isolation that will grow from it.24  

  

 
23 Thym, Invocations, 388 
24 Ibid, 389-391 

EXAMPLE 4 - GUTE NACHT, MM.1-11 

 

 

In the fourth stanza, Schubert modulates to the tonic D major characterising a moment 

that breaks from the Wanderer’s journey. This causes the melody to start f#’-e’, creating a 

pentatonic ambiance, where the melody is suspended in tonal space with no modal grounding 

(ex.5).25 Here the sonority shifts towards a utopian world – an imaginary space-time where 

things are good. Crucially, Schubert here establishes an important harmonic device for the 

cycle; major and minor tonalities represent more than joy and sadness, they are now the internal 

dream-like illusions and the external harsh physical reality of the Wanderer’s perspective.26 

Now we see Adorno’s point made clear: the external subjective and the internal objective cross 

over and combine to portray the Wanderer’s perspective on the world. The lateness here 

realised in Winterreise is Schubert’s newfound understanding of externalisation and 

internalisation of emotion – the bleak outer environment and the comforting memory. Here is 

 
25 Ibid. 
26Jonathan Guez, "Lauri Suurpää, Death In Winterreise: Musico-Poetic Associations In Schubert's Song Cycle", Music Analysis 34, No. 3 
(2015): 411.  

 

EXAMPLE 5 - GUTE NACHT, MM.71-77 
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a composer struggling in the isolation of his terminal disease, understanding that emotional 

memory provides comfort.  

 

Eternal End 

 

“Der Leiermann” breaks from Schubert’s “early” sound-world to create a sense of 

eternal isolation, his journey going on beyond the end of the cycle. It is a culmination of the 

Wanderer’s isolation, presented as a reaching out to another isolated musician (the hurdy-gurdy 

man) to become alone, together. 27  Here the sparseness both in the vocal line and the 

accompaniment highlights the sense of loneliness that could only be known to a man touched 

by death. 

 

 
27 Youens, “Retracing”, 132-135 

EXAMPLE 6 - DER LEIERMANN, MM.7-16 

 

 

Schubert creates a new sonority using a bare-fifth drone which deepens the isolation of 

the Wanderer by alienating his vocal line from the Leiermann’s isolated hurdy-gurdy 

accompaniment (ex.6). This sense of two isolated beings in parallel is underscored by the 

sparse off-set vocal-accompaniment writing; only at the end of the piece, when the Wanderer 

approaches the Leiermann, and asks him to walk with him in solitude, does the vocal line 

accompany the piano. Then the least Schubert of all: we get no answer to his question, no final 

resolution, just endless journey (ex.7).28 An A minor perfect cadence closes the cycle, in the 

dominant to “Gute Nacht”’s D minor. Hence, Leiermann completes the cycle as an imperfect 

cadence and unfinished, we can only assume they travel on together – but we have no harmonic 

resolution. This is indicative of lateness beyond musico-poetic narrative painting. The 

hollowness here is ultimately a reflection of Schubert’s intimate knowledge of an eternal 

isolated journey towards an inevitable end, that feels like it will never come. 

 
28 Guez, “Death”, 415 

EXAMPLE 7 - DER LEIERMANN, MM.53-61 
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Tonal Development in Winterreise 

Schubert’s “late style” break from harmonic convention stretches beyond tonal 

completion of the cycle. The classical and early romantic norm presents a clear key structure 

between pieces and poetic implications of internal key relations, which in the earlier Müller 

cycle, Schubert seems to subscribe to. In Winterreise, Schubert uses enharmonic keys and 

sudden shifts without obvious poetic purpose.29 Various analyses have attempted to make sense 

of Schubert’s tonal development throughout the cycle and none of them are in agreement. 

Jürgen Thym suggests, for example, that “Der Lindenbaum”’s sudden E major, following the 

first four pieces’ D, A, F and C minors respectively, marks a new fragment of the Wanderer’s 

psychological development and that throughout, sudden shifts are similarly indicative. 30 

Conversely, Lauri Suurpää suggests that the cycle follows a far less logical structure; he talks 

of various tonal centre-points with “satellite” pieces around them exploring the emotions 

behind the narrative of those pieces. For example, “Im Dorfe” (D major), “Der stürmishe 

Morgen” (D minor) and “Täuschung” (A major) are different “satellite” emotional reactions to 

“Letzte Hoffnung” (Eb major) where death replaces love (poetically) as the goal of the 

Wanderer’s longing.31  Then Barry Barbara’s Schenkerian analysis explores how different 

degrees away from the initial tonic D minor (“Gute Nacht”) represent different perspectives of 

time in the piece.32 Finally Deboarah Stein asserts a compelling argument that the chromatic 

and enharmonic tonal progressions throughout are reflexive of the symbolic chromatic motifs 

indicating progression towards a climax in “Der Wegweiser”.33 That all of these different 

interpretations exist without cohesive elements is indicative of a compositional shift from 

simplicity towards a complexity so unlike Schubert that Schubert scholars disagree about his 

 
29 Dürr, “Strategies”, 29 
30 Thym, “Invocations”, 393 
31 Guez, “Death”, 414 
32 Barbara, Stone, 190 

33 Stein, “End”, 360 

 

 

intention. This newfound complexity marks a distinct leap from his earlier style towards a new 

understanding of music, not a gradual shift as would be if his style was merely maturing. 

Following Adorno’s model of Beethoven shifting away from accepted norms, at least tonally, 

Winterreise is clearly late in its compositional style. 

 

 

Chromatic Motivic and Sub-motivic Relationships 

Walther Dürr sets out that motivic and sub-motivic relationships within pieces were 

key to exploring Schubert’s advancing compositional style in his later years.34 While such 

relationships can be more clearly seen in his late instrumental music, Deborah Stein’s work on 

highlighting chromaticism as a formal agent in Winterreise highlights underlying chromatic 

relationships between pieces.35 Stein highlights six chromatic motifs that are evident in all bar 

two of the pieces, many including more than three motifs with “Der Wegweiser” including five, 

marking it as a climax of the Wanderer’s emotional crisis and turmoil. An example is the F-E-

 
34 Dürr, “Strategies, 29 
 
35 Stein, “End”, 360-362 
 

EXAMPLE 8 – GUTE NACHT, MM.19-21 
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Eb chromaticism, seen first in “Gute Nacht” on “the maiden spoke of love”, indicating the 

Wanderer’s psychological conundrum (ex.8). This motif appears less frequently later in the 

cycle as the focus of his longing shifts from his lost love and towards death. Stein’s Example 

of chromatic motivic development shows Winterreise as not only a development of Schubert’s 

style but also in keeping with its stylistic progression as seen in his other late works. 

Criticism of Identifying Schubert’s Late Style 

I have presented above clear arguments for Winterreise representing what Saïd and 

Adorno might call Schubert’s “late style” however there are some key issues both with my 

reading and with interpreting late style in Schubert at all. Firstly, the text is unlike any of 

Müller’s works before and it was written in good health with no premonition of his death. 

Indeed it has been noted that Schubert was taken with the emotion in the work itself when 

writing particularly Part II, but this could not have been in a “late style” for Müller.36 Hence 

the danger here lies in attributing too much of the work’s emotion and beauty to Schubert alone 

and thereby seeing lateness in the narrative invented by Müller. The issue of seeing the 

composer in the text is too often an issue for vocal music. Particularly poignant to remember 

also, regarding the chromatic motivic development, is that Schubert wrote Winterreise in two 

sittings, only discovering Part II when Part I was already at the publishers. This throws doubt 

to the notion of chromatic motivic trajectory being aimed towards “Der Wegweiser” 

throughout as he could not have intended this to be part of a whole. Laura Tunbridge highlights 

the crucial point that throughout the 20th century, popular culture developed Schubert’s image 

into a sad, pathetic, lonely composer, clearly not worthy of greatness. It was in the interests of 

Schubert scholars to make Schubert great again by constructing his “late style” to par him with 

Beethoven as “great”.37 That is not to say that Schubert’s style did not develop in his last years 

 
36 McKay, Schubert, 271 
37 Tunbridge, “Saving”, 120-127 

 

 

but perhaps that it was more of a maturing than this overly romantic ideal of a composer struck 

by the muse of death. 

Conclusion 

Does, then, Schubert in fact have a “late style” and is Winterreise evidence of it? It 

serves little musicological purpose to disregard much modern literature on late style and obey 

Tunbridge’s assertion of late style as purely socially constructed. That said, generalising 

elements of a late style is difficult not least because composers express a late-in-life change 

differently. Though, if we can discernibly say that music beyond a certain point, when a 

composer may have been influenced by imminent death, is significantly a culmination of early 

works and compositionally progressive, whatever their age, then we can say they at least 

subscribe to what the 20th century collective model of “late” might look like. In spite of 

potential mis-readings highlighted, the evidence throughout Winterreise clearly shows 

Schubert’s moving away from his earlier style while on countless occasions proven to be the 

pinnacle of Schubert’s symbolism, musico-emotive representation and dramatic prowess. As 

such I would conclude that certainly if we are to allow Schubert a “late style,” Die Winterreise 

is its masterpiece.  
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voices as mediators of black diasporic experience. The extent to which music of the African diaspora 

mediates black diasporic experience remains to be determined, but Gilroy’s observations present a 

strong foundation. 

The theme of authenticity runs through Gilroy’s concept of the Black Atlantic and is vital in 

understanding how music mediates black diasporic experience. Both Hendrix and Prince have been 

subject to scrutiny over the authenticity of their sound and extent of their blackness. As Gilroy 

identifies, “Hendrix was reinvented as the essential image of what English audiences felt a black 

American performer should be: wild, sexual, hedonistic, and dangerous.” 2 Hendrix struggled with 

these stereotypes and would later rationalise his ambivalent blackness and diaspora by identifying 

himself as a gypsy, choosing to play funkier and more “politically engaging” music with an all-black 

band.3 Hendrix and Prince rebelled against being ‘boxed in’, managing to simultaneously use their 

music to celebrate black culture and appeal to white audiences. Ingrid Monson observes this racial 

binarism in the media, suggesting the need for a response that contradicts the ideologies of white 

supremacy; “if the West is militaristic and violent, then African tradition is peace loving; if the West 

is oppressive and stultifying, then blackness is resistant and liberatory”.4 Black diasporic identities 

find themselves in a doubleness, forced to conform with western culture whilst providing a perfected 

model of blackness. Gilroy and Monson both acknowledge that musicians must seek a more 

negotiated sense of racial and cultural authenticity that can be “redefined from generation to 

generation”5 and figures like Hendrix and Prince show that autonomy of voice is key for all diasporic 

identities.  

Gilroy further develops how music mediates black diasporic experience by exploring the 

blackness of sound. Blues, and its roots in African American work song, is long associated with a 

traditional idea of blackness but, unlike the ‘black’ blues, the genres of pop and rock are typically 

 
2 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 93. 
3 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 94. 
4 Ingrid Monson, The African Diaspora: A Musical Perspective. (New York: Routledge, 2000), 14. 
5 Monson, The African Diaspora, 3. 

 
 

An Exploration of How Music Mediates Black Diasporic Experience, Referring to Paul 

Gilroy’s Concept of the Black Atlantic 

Delphine Boagey 

Diasporic identities have historically sought to emphasis the exile or migration from one’s homeland, 

the sense of unbelonging relocation can bring, and the longing to return ‘home’. The movement of 

individuals and communities has been ubiquitous within the black experience; the slave trade 

brought the forced displacement of millions and is mirrored in the complex post-colonial histories 

and transcultural, political trajectories of black migrants everywhere. Paul Gilroy, a Guyanese-

British historian and academic, explores the African diaspora and its relevance to black British 

culture and migration in The Black Atlantic. His work seeks to address the conceptual problems 

common to British and African-American cultural studies, identifying their share of a “nationalistic 

focus that is antithetical to the rhizomorphic, fractal structure”1  of the transcultural and international 

formation he coins as the ‘Black Atlantic’. The music of black migrants and black diasporic 

identities present multiple dualisms: of nationality and ethnicity, tradition and modernity, voicing 

and unvoicing, blackness and otherness. 

  Despite their two-decade distance both Jimi Hendrix and Prince Rogers Nelson, respectively, use 

music as a mediator for expressing the African American male diasporic experience. Born in 1942 

Washington, Hendrix enlisted in the army aged 19, moved to Tennessee upon discharge and 

migrated to England by late 1966. Unlike Hendrix, Prince resided in his home state of Minnesota 

from his birth in 1958 to death but is widely accepted to have had a diasporic identity. I will explore 

the specific case studies of The Jimi Hendrix Experience’s 1967 Purple Haze and Prince and The 

Revolution’s 1984 Purple Rain by evaluating the influences of diaspora in their music. I will apply 

the concept of the Black Atlantic – explored through themes of authenticity, blackness of sound, 

sexuality, racialisation, otherness, and spirituality – to both artists’ work, and seek to discover their 

 
1 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1993), 4. 
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more linked with whiteness and western culture. The Jimi Hendrix Experience unified this with their 

multiracial band’s fusion of rock, funk and blues sounds. Purple Haze exemplifies a level of dualism 

as Hendrix manages to intertwine the electric power of the guitar, with its daring and modern sound, 

with a blend of blues and funk representative of African American culture. Extensive guitar 

techniques typical of rock are used, such as hammer 3rds, muting, wah-wah pedal and vibrato, 

matched with guitar howls and slides that pay homage to the blues of Robert Johnson. The dualism 

within Hendrix’s playing results in what Gilroy identifies as a “double consciousness” in sound.  

Blues-based traditions and a more assertive high-tech, sound “distils a wider conflict not simply 

between the pre-modern and modern but between the definitions of authenticity which are 

appropriate to black cultural creation on its passage into international pop commodification”.6 

Hendrix’s playing brought rhythm and harmony to the forefront of western popular culture whilst 

creating a new and unique black sound. Gilroy rejects the idea of a static black sound or culture as 

implausible considering that African American music has continuously evolved in response to larger 

geopolitical forces and movements. Purple Haze exemplifies this tradition of evolution and adaption 

which is rooted in black sounds because of the continuing expansion of African diasporic 

communities. 

The sound of Purple Rain also presents dualisms in its mediation of black diasporic 

experience. Disguised as a standard pop song of the 1980s, the track was built through multiple 

layers of guitars, keyboards, synthesizers and drum machine. Like Hendrix, this synthesized and 

psychedelic sound straddled a pre-modern rhythm and blues that makes for an ambiguous black 

sound. Prince’s impressive vocal range spans from a low B♭2 to a high C#6, which demonstrates his 

vocal versatility and a sense of restlessness within his diasporic voice. Purple Rain’s lyrics are 

simple and captivating, but it is the melody that drives a message of hope and a search for identity. 

Gilroy explores the importance of music above all other art forms as it unseats textuality to challenge 

the privileged conceptions of language and writing as “preeminent expressions of human 

 
6 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 94. 

consciousness”.7 In this light, Purple Rain is iconic in its blackness of sound, presenting a versatility 

that can expand pre-existing definitions of blackness “rather than merely exist outside or beyond it”.8  

The performative discourse of sexuality and sexual identity further develops how music mediates 

black diasporic experience. Throughout his career Hendrix’s guitar prowess was hypersexualised and 

viewed as a promotion of the uber masculine. Stylised in the late 1960s, the musical genre of ‘cock 

rock’ (coined by sociologist Simon Frith) defined the performative sexuality of contemporaries like 

Led Zeppelin and the Rolling Stones. The Jimi Hendrix Experience appear to have avoided this 

labelling but nonetheless were subjected to oversexualisation of sound and image. The daring, wild 

and dissonant opening notes of Purple Haze are assertive, rhythmically insistent and deafening. 

Their boldness of sound and psychedelic image was considered promiscuous, with the album cover 

[figure 1] released in North America even posed the provocative question: Are You Experienced? 

Gilroy explores this narrative further; “the conflictual representation of sexuality has vied with the 

discourse of racial emancipation to constitute the inner core of black expressive cultures”.9 Here we 

can begin to understand Hendrix’s domination as an expression of his freedom and power beyond the 

boundaries of sexual, racial or cultural expectations. He challenged the stereotype of the hyper-

sexual, hyper-masculine, black man that is so frequently painted by the media. The 1970 

performance of Purple Haze live at the Atlanta International Pop Festival [figure 2] further illustrates 

this misinterpretation of his performing energy and passion for promiscuity. Still sexuality and 

authenticity remain intertwined in the history of blackness and black diasporic experience. Gilroy 

acknowledges, “the overt sexuality of Hendrix’s neo-minstrel buffoonery” seems to have been 

received “as a sign of his authentic blackness by the white rock audiences on which his burgeoning 

pop career was so solidly based”.10 As Hendrix exemplifies, the sex appeal of black performers has 

sadly long been authenticated and owned by their audiences. 

 
7 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 74. 
8 Kevin Talmer Whiteneir Jr, “Dig if you will the Picture: Prince’s Subversion of Hegemonic Black Masculinity, and the 
Fallacy of Racial Transcendence”. Howard Journal of Communications, 0:2 (2019): 141. 
9 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 83. 
10 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 93. 
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With Purple Rain, the theme of sexual liberation is joined by questions of queerness and sexual 

identity. Like Hendrix, Prince’s performances defined him as an idiosyncratic sex symbol for 

predominately white audiences. He is championed as a queer poststructuralist whose artistry 

deconstructed gender roles, sexuality, ethnicity, and expectations of the male performer. His earlier 

music videos scream queer, with his deep V-neck leopard print top in I wanna be your lover and his 

feminine black thong and stockings in Dirty Mind [figure 3]. However, Purple Rain’s album cover 

channels the hyper-masculine with Prince’s oversized black motorbike and seductive gaze. The 

music video presents a more reserved but still iconic look. On a misty stage complete with frilled 

blouse, stack-heeled boots and studded purple trench coat Prince nodded to “the military jackets of 

Jimi Hendrix and the psychedelia of Sgt Pepper”11 as columnist Priya Elan observes. His approach to 

fashion encouraged a conversation about gender identity and self-expression progressive even to the 

1980s. Despite being married twice in heterosexual relationships, Prince was considered too 

flamboyant in character and audacious in fashion sense to be accepted as authentically straight. With 

respect to his gender identity, he was fascinated with the doubleness of the masculine and feminine 

and came to be regarded as a symbol of modern androgyny. His amorphous appearance and fluid 

fashion led him to denounce his stage name in later years and identify as an unpronounceable symbol 

that resembled both gender symbols [figure 4]. Through this lens, Prince used his music and platform 

as an artist to challenge expectations of sexuality and gender and reclaim his black diasporic voice. 

 
11 Priya Elan, “Prince: How his androgynous style influenced fashion” The Guardian, (April 2016). 

Figure 1 Figure 2 

 

 

 

 

 

The discourse of racialisation of musicians further develops how music mediates black diasporic 

experience. Hendrix’s “gloriously damaged”12 sound announced a modernity and colour new to 

music of the Black Atlantic but was met with criticism of encouraging violence. Unsurprisingly, the 

ears of 1969 were startled with his playing of melodies and rhythms that he then sought to actively 

destroy. Gilroy reasons this destruction with a need for individual expression, as a member of the 

“collectively oppressed and as a link in the chain of tradition”.13 Musically Purple Haze embodies 

this sense of destruction which to many presented Hendrix as a racial stereotype. Many performance 

recordings illustrate Hendrix smashing his guitar up on stage or burning it in front of his live 

audiences, which seemed overviolent and peculiar given his fluctuating commitment and pacifism in 

the active racial protests of the late 1960s. When asked why he creates destruction on stage Hendrix 

reasoned, “by watching us [the band] do it, it’s making it [violence] into theatrics instead of putting it 

in the streets”.14 Perhaps this was Hendrix’s way of supporting the protests and regaining some 

autonomy in his performances. Hendrix and Prince were subjected to racism and criticism of not 

being ‘black enough’ by both racial binaries. Their response to this is implied in their evolving 

hairstyles: Hendrix removed his bandana from performances and grew out his afro, and Prince 

transitioned from wearing a relaxed perm – iconic to I wanna be your lover – to tightly wound 

bouffant curls in Purple Rain and a full afro in his later years. Perhaps this development to their 

natural black hair was symbolic of their struggling identity with blackness and efforts to be more 

 
12 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 27. 
13 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 34. 
14 Jimi Hendrix, “Jimi Hendrix On Why He Creates Destruction On Stage”. Interviewed on The Dick Cavett Show. 11 
February 2019. 

Figure 3 Figure 4 
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accepted by the black community. Despite ongoing racialisation, both artists have widened the 

horizon of the black experience, envisioning a future of black creative freedom that many black 

artists benefit from today. 

A product of racialisation, feelings of otherness and unbelonging are engrained within the 

music of black diasporic experience. Slavery presented a forced diaspora on its subjects and, as 

Gilroy acknowledges, “the expressive cultures of the Black Atlantic world have been dominated by a 

special mood of restlessness”15. The formation of the Black Atlantic can be understood through a 

desire to transcend the constraints of nationalism and ethnicity to regain ownership of African 

identity. However, as Gilroy identifies, modern-day black migrants (of America, the Caribbean, 

Europe) can be subject to cultural criticism because of their choice to exercise the very same 

movement that was once forced on black individuals. Hendrix’s shifting relationship with black 

cultural norms and politics caused unrest when he returned to the US and was “denounced a ‘white 

nigger’”16 by Black Power activists. As a product of the African diaspora and subsequent economic 

migrant to the UK, Hendrix’s identity as an outcast is visible. The lyrics of Hear My Train A Comin 

and Voodoo Child (Slight Return) are glaring in their diasporic voicing, but Purple Haze offers a 

more reserved approach. Historian Nelson George argued that Hendrix’s music was intended to 

amplify unbelonging, remarking, “Jimi’s music was, if not from another planet, definitely from 

another country”.17 Similarly, Prince’s Purple Rain presents a message of otherness, but one that was 

more easily accepted by the African American community. His work with black political activists 

can be exemplified by his 2015 Rally 4 Peace benefit concert [figure 5], held shortly after the murder 

of black teenager Freddie Gray and during a time of “great unrest” for the black community.18 

Although Prince may have been more accepted within the black community, his skills as a guitarist 

were neglected. Somewhat ironically, Hendrix is worshipped as one of the greatest guitarists in 

 
15 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 111. 
16 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 93. 
17 Nelson George, The Death of Rhythm and Blues (London: Omnibus Press, 1988), 109. 
18 Tina Maria Harris, “Blurred Lines: Elusive Messages of Religiosity and Blackness in the Music of Prince.” Howard 
Journal of Communications 30, 2, (2019): 173. 

music history, despite his untimely death aged 27. He was praised for his virtuosic skill, hailed a 

prodigy of the electric guitar, and yet left underappreciated as a songwriter and producer. This 

paradox highlights a feeling of otherness felt by both artists.  

 

 

 

 

 

Feelings of otherness can often lead people towards spirituality, and music has mediated a 

consciousness and awaken spirituality within African diasporic experience for centuries. The African 

tradition of call and response is visible in jazz and gospel singing and the oral tradition of storytelling 

are heard in singing the blues. For Hendrix, psychedelic rock offered a spirituality to his listeners. In 

a 1969 interview, he explores the reason for the band playing so loudly and shares the hope that his 

electrified music could become “electricity to the people”.19 This parallels with Gilroy’s concept of 

modern black diasporic sound as illustrating an “electric church all around us”.20 Hendrix continues, 

“We plan first time to go inside the soul of a person actually, you know, and see if they awaken some 

kind of thing in their minds. Because there’s so many sleeping people”.21 Perhaps Purple Haze was 

intended to awaken its audience from the fog of monotony and convention. In this light, the lyrics 

take on a new meaning; ‘Purple haze all in my eyes/ Don't know if it's day or night’ suggests a loss 

of vision and purpose to everyday life. The lyrics become more philosophical and reflective of 

Hendrix’s own journey – ‘Am I happy or in misery?’ – as he questions himself and shouts ‘help me’ 

over his elaborate guitar riffs. Now far removed from a throwaway love song or psychedelic 

experience, Hendrix’ language and delivery indicates something of the spiritual, a hunger for 

 
19 Jimi Hendrix, “Jimi Hendrix On His ‘Electric Church’”. Interviewed on the Dick Cavett Show. 27 February 2019. 
20 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 36. 
21 Hendrix, interview.  

Figure 5 
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something beyond the false world of celebrity and fandom. His awakening through the purple haze 

seems to narrate a journey within itself towards God.  

  Prince’s music shares in this sense of spirituality with many of his music videos, notably 

When Doves Cry and Kiss, using Christian symbolism. Although Purple Rain is not as bold in 

imagery, the choice of purple as his signature colour might be symbolic of the African diaspora. 

Prince never explicitly addressed this, but purple has historically drawn associations with royalty, 

depth, God and blackness. Alice Walker’s 1982 epistolary novel aptly titled The Colour Purple 

epitomizes purple to signify the beauty of God’s creation within a story about black femininity, faith 

and African diaspora. With Hendrix’s Purple Haze as an influence, perhaps Prince uses purple to 

represent his blackness. In a 1999 interview Prince remarked, “I like to believe that my inspiration 

comes from God… I’ve always known God is my creator. Without Him, nothing works”. 22 Taking 

the natural rain and blending it with the blackness of purple creates the mystical and fantastical song 

title. Maybe Prince read Walker’s book and was conscious of the parallels with Hendrix and spiritual 

journeys that are so profound to the black diasporic experience. 

The black diasporic experience and Gilroy’s concept of the Black Atlantic can be understood 

through music and its mediation of black culture and history. Through themes of authenticity, 

blackness of sound, sexuality, racialisation, otherness and spirituality, Hendrix’s Purple Haze and 

Prince’s Purple Rain offer an insight into the black diasporic experience and a vital narrative of 

blackness that breaks male African Americans stereotypes. Gilroy plausibly recognises: “the real 

issue is not that Hendrix was ahead of his time, but rather that he was able to pronounce another 

time”.23 Both artists were revolutionary and yet unplaceable within modernity, considering their 

multiple dualisms. As Gilroy implores, we must continue to push the boundaries to embrace the 

three-dimensional musician. 

 

 
22 Harris, “Blurred Lines”, 170. 
23 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 27. 
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“This Is Our World, Me and My Girls”: An Analysis of the Sexualisation and Objectification 

of Female Rappers 

By Katherine Wise 

American history is filled with images of African-American womanhood rooted in the slave 

trade,1 and among the most commonly depicted of these images is Jezebel, a stereotype that depicts 

black women as promiscuous and lewd, and as having an insatiable appetite for sex, as can be seen in 

the objectification of Hottentot Venus.2 Meanwhile, African-American men are often presented as 

being sexually proficient and assertive, and male rappers take on a hyper-masculine exterior, which 

involved misogyny and the objectification of women.3 Because of this, rap music and hip-hop culture 

is often criticised for being misogynistic: Valerie Chepp, among other scholars, states that perceived 

authenticity in the genre is rooted in masculinity.4 Racist stereotypes, existing for centuries, along 

with the constant objectification of women in the growing rap industry, and the spread of the image 

of Jezebel, meant that many early female rap artists struggled to claim legitimacy without being 

labelled a “whore” or a “tramp”.5 It seemed that in order to be accepted into this male-dominated 

sphere, African-American women needed to objectify themselves. The evolution of third wave 

feminism came in the 1970s and ‘80s, after the first wave in the late 19th and early 20th century, 

which gained white women the right to vote; the second wave in the 1960s, which saw change in 

issues such as property rights and pay equality. Third wave feminism embraced individuality and 

diversity, moving away from the predominantly white, middle-class and heterosexual stance it had 

previously taken.6 The widespread development surrounding feminist politics meant that the 1990s 

 
1 Lori A. Tribbett-Williams, “Saying Nothing, Talking Loud: Lil’ Kim and Foxy Brown, Caricatures of African-American Womanhood”, Southern 
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4 Valerie Chepp, “Black Feminist Theory and the Politics of Irreverence: The Case of Women’s Rap”, Feminist Theory, 16, no. 2, (August 2015): 219, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700115585705 
5 Murray Forman, “Movin’ Closer to an Independent Funk”: Black Feminist Theory, Standpoint, and Women in Rap, Women’s Studies, 23, no. 1, 
(1994): 47, https://doi.org/10.1080/00497878.1994.9979008 
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saw a shift in dynamic for feminism in hip-hop music, away from the male-controlled form it was 

often presented in during its early commercial years. Instead, it became common to see female artists 

challenging male rappers’ control over the artform.7 Some music produced by female artists during 

this time represents this shift, using their performances as a platform to de- and re-construct 

stereotypes surrounding versions of black female identity, beginning to overcome sexist repression, 

although often in incredibly different manners.8 These differences are clear through the analysis of 

two artists and their albums produced within a year of one another: Lauryn Hill, and her debut solo 

album The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill, released in 1998,9 and Foxy Brown, with her second album 

Chyna Doll, released in 1999.10  

Lauryn Hill is a rap artist, originally one-third of Fugees, who found solo fame in her album 

The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill. At the 41st annual Grammy Awards, The Miseducation of Lauryn 

Hill was nominated for 10 Grammys, of which it won 5, including Album of the Year. The album 

debuted top of Billboard 200, and its lead single “Doo-Wop (That Thing)” was Hill’s first and only 

US Billboard Hot 100 number-one, the place at which it debuted. Hill is openly against the use of 

derogatory language towards women in rap music, a fact which is especially apparent in her music. 

She reasons that the use of the word “bitch” is problematic and tarnishes the image that young 

African-American women have of themselves, and how they are seen by others,11 instead 

encouraging listeners, especially black women, to use a discourse of respectability in order to earn 

respect in return. In “Doo-Wop (That Thing)”, Hill describes various issues that women in the hip-

hop community face, including deep-rooted misogyny, and places responsibility for this with both 

 
7 Cheryl L. Keyes, “Empowering Self, Making Choices, Creating Spaces: Black Female Identity via Rap Music Performance”, The Journal of 
American Folklore, 113, No. 449 (Summer 2000): 265, https://doi.org/10.2307/542102 
8 Ibid.  
9 Matthew D. Morrison, “Hill, Lauryn”. Grove Music Online. 2014; Accessed (2/11/2019), 
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.A2262455 
10 Tribbett-Williams, “Saying Nothing, Talking Loud”, 191 
11 Keyes, “Empowering Self, Making Choices”, 271 
 

men and women in the hip-hop community.12 The chorus addresses the listeners directly, especially 

encouraging young women to respect themselves before expecting to be respected in return, 

advocating for girls to look after themselves first – “girls you know you’d better watch out/Some 

guys, some guys are only about that thing, that thing, that thing…” (where “that thing” is referencing 

sexual relations). Later, she repeats the chorus but with some words exchanged – “guys you know 

you’d better watch out/Some girls, some girls are only about that thing…” – endorsing the idea that 

both men and women should be held accountable for their actions. On one hand, Hill takes the 

position of many female MCs – for example Queen Latifah, whose song “U.N.I.T.Y.” contains the 

line “who you callin’ a bitch?”, and who challenges the men who use “bitch” and “ho” designations 

in their lyrics13 – calling out black male rappers for their objectification of women in their music. On 

the other, she easily directs criticism towards females, too.14 In “Doo Wop (That Thing)”, Hill 

presents a dual criticism, in which she does not and cannot squarely place the blame with either 

party. The first verse begins “It’s been three weeks since you were looking for your friend/ The one 

you let hit it and never called you again/ ’Member when he told you he was ‘bout the Benjamins?/ 

You act like you ain’t hear him, then give him a little trim”. Hill is directly calling out the women in 

the hip-hop culture, saying that they are partly responsible for their shortage of self-worth, and that 

giving “him a little trim” is bound to result in exploitation (“trim” is slang for vagina). She is 

addressing women who allow men to “hit it”, and then never get in contact again – the men whose 

relationships revolve around sex rather than emotional connection – and women who choose men 

based on their financial statuses. “’Bout the Benjamins” is a reference to rap artist Diddy, who 

produced a song called “All about the Benjamins”, and this song goes into detail about his lavish 

 
12 Nichole Ann Guillory, “Schoolin’ Women: Hip Hop Pedagogies of Black Women Rappers” (PhD diss., Louisiana State University, 2005), 225 
13 Keyes, “Empowering Self, Making Choices”, 265 
14 Ryan Harris, “What is Meant To Be, Will Be: Hip-hop and the Continuum of Gender Politics”, Tapestries: Interwoven Voices of Local and Global 

Identities, 6, no. 1, (May 2017): 55, https://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/tapestries/vol6/iss1/10  
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spending on materialistic items in order to impress women.15 The inclusion of this reference shows 

Hill’s negative view of the industry, and it is clear that she is criticising women for falling into the 

same trap with every lover they have. Later in this verse, she raps the line “Baby girl, respect is just 

a minimum”, and this epitomises the message she is trying to convey: Hill wants her audience to 

command respect by respecting themselves first – using a discourse of respectability in order to earn 

respect.  

Foxy Brown, on the other hand, uses a rhetoric of irreverence to claim respectability.16 She 

represents third wave feminism, an iteration of the feminist movement beginning in the 1990s, and 

often presented in women’s rap. It is an even more provocative, erotic, and raunchy type of rap – one 

that could be seen as lewd or pornographic from one perspective, but could equally be read as a 

reclamation of Brown’s sexuality.17 Brown’s second album Chyna Doll, released in 1999, was the 

second rap album by a female artist to debut at number one on the Billboard 200 chart, after The 

Miseducation of Lauryn Hill.18 Unlike Hill, Brown calls for the black women of the hip-hop world to 

reclaim the term “bitch”, using it to label a positive, aggressive woman who challenges patriarchal 

control.19 In her writing in which she categorises MCs, Cheryl Keyes says that Brown sits on the 

verge of the “Sistas with Attitude”, a group of female MCs who hold having an “attitude” as a means 

of empowerment;20 and toes the line between that and “Fly Girl”,21 a term to describe someone in 

chic clothing, sporting fashionable hairstyles and wearing lots of jewellery. The artists who present 

themselves like this view the term “bitch” as positive, reclaiming it to use to denote power, or as a 

cathartic release.22 It seems that the kind of woman that Hill is addressing in “Doo-Wop (That 

 
15 Lauryn Hill, Doo Wop (That Thing), (New York: Ruffhouse, 1998)  
16 Chepp, “Black Feminist Theory”, 216 
17 Whitney A. Peoples, “Under Construction: Identifying Foundations of Hip-Hop Feminism and Exploring Bridges between Black Second-Wave and 
Hip-Hop Feminisms”, Meridians, 8, no. 1, (September 2008): 24, https://doi.org/10.2979/MER.2007.8.1.19   
18 Amaya Mendizabal, “Rewinding the Charts: In 1998, Lauryn Hill’s ‘Doo Wop’ Debuted at the Top”, Billboard, last modified 14/11/2017, Accessed 
(30/10/2019) https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/chart-beat/8038262/lauryn-hill-doo-wop-that-thing-hot-100-rewinding-charts  
19 Matthew Oware, “A ‘Man’s Woman’?: Contradictory Messages in the Songs of Female Rappers, 1992-2000”, Journal of Black Studies, 39, no. 5, 
(May 2009): 796, https://doi.org/10.1177/0021934707302454  
20 Keyes, “Empowering Self, Making Choices”, 262 
21 Ibid., 263 
22 Ibid., 262 

Thing)” is epitomised by Foxy Brown, especially apparent in the lead single “Hot Spot” from the 

album Chyna Doll. In this song, Brown brags that “My coat is ostrich, flow is the hottest/ You ain’t 

got dough, you can’t go with this Fox bitch”: calling herself a “bitch” as an empowering act.23 In this 

instance, the word “bitch” is used to denote a strong woman who protests the objectification of their 

body, and in rap music is often used by female artists to signify someone who is the best at their 

craft.24 In this case, it is a person who is the best at rapping, and with the inclusion of the line “my… 

flow is the hottest”, Brown is unashamedly claiming to be the best and is demanding respect for it. 

Brown empowers herself and other women by joining the men in the industry and no longer 

tolerating the victimhood women were placed in, encouraging others to do the same.  

 

 

 

 
23 Valerie Chepp, “Black Feminism and Third Wave Women’s Rap: A Content Analysis, 1996-2003”, Popular Music and Society, 38, no. 5, 
(September 2014): 555, https://doi.org/10.1080/03007766.2014.936187  
24 Oware, “A ‘Man’s Woman’?”, 796 

Fig. 1 – Opening shot of Lauryn Hill’s 

“Doo Wop (That Thing)” showing the split 

screen and Hill surrounded by a group of 

women in both eras 

Lauryn Hill, Doo Wop (That Thing) ed., 

Big TV!, 1998, Accessed (2/11/19), 

available at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T6QKq

FPRZSA 

 

  Fig. 2 – Opening shot of Foxy Brown’s 

“Hot Spot” showing BDSM style outfits 

and science laboratory style set 

 

Foxy Brown, Hot Spot, ed. Joseph Kahn, 

1999, Accessed (4/11/2019), available at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l4wB7

yne0gA  
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Female rap artists fashion is a distinctive and fast changing style of dress, one that is shaped 

by changes happening in the culture. The late ‘90s saw a decisive split between male and female 

fashion, differing from the 1980s and early ‘90s, when female artists often emulated the men, 

wearing baggy pants and heavy work boots in a tough guy fashion.25 Music videos provide visual 

cues to link with the sonic, and, as argued by Theresa White in her article on rap music videos, 

physical appearance and sexuality tend to be emphasised in videos for female rap artists’ songs.26 

Lauryn Hill, White suggests, popularised a more conservative style of dress whilst still maintaining a 

feminine feel,27 in fact, she calls out women who dress promiscuously in the lyrics of “Doo Wop 

(That Thing)”, underlining the stereotype of Jezebel, who’s lewd dress and behaviour ultimately 

sealed her fate  – “Now that was the sin that did Jezebel in/ Who you gon’ tell when the 

repercussions spin?”. The word “sin” holds religious connotations, that, when mixed with the 

stereotype of the sexually unrestrained Jezebel, demonstrates a tone of guidance in the song. The 

video for Hill’s “Doo Wop (That Thing)” was directed by ‘Big TV’ duo Andy Delaney and Monty 

Whitebloom, so Hill most likely had little agency over how she was presented on screen. However, 

she is displayed as independent and strong with minimal sexualisation. As seen in fig.1, the opening 

shot of the video presents a split screen, on the left showing Hill at a street party in 1967, and the 

right, a street party in 1998. There is a strong visual representation of female community clear in 

both eras presented. In the opening shot, Hill is surrounded by a group of women, in both 1967 and 

1998, creating a strong sense of camaraderie and protection.28 This is also represented sonically: in 

the first verse, Hill’s lyrics are echoed by female voices expressing agreement, interjecting with 

sounds of support such as “uh-huh”.29 The combination of both visual and audio cues of 

 
25 Oware, “A ‘Man’s Woman’?”, 617 
26 Theresa Renee White, “Missy ‘Misdemeanor’ Elliot and Nicki Minaj: Fashionistin’ Black Female Sexuality in Hip-Hop Culture – Girl Power or 
Overpowered?”, Journal of Black Studies, 44, no. 6, (September 2014): 614, https://doi.org/10.1177/002193471349736 
27 Ibid. 
28 Lauryn Hill, Doo Wop (That Thing) ed., Big TV!, 1998, Accessed (2/11/19), available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T6QKqFPRZSA  
29 Hill, “Doo Wop (That Thing)” Lyrics 

encouragement represent black women in hip-hop as supportive, and as a community who will 

challenge negative images perpetrated by others. However, some of the visual choices in the music 

video contradict Hills lyrics.30 Despite rapping “It’s silly when girls sell their souls because it’s in/ 

Look at where you be in, hair weaves like Europeans/ Fake nails done by Koreans”, Hill is seen 

wearing a straight wig. This lyric is addressing the audience directly and indicting their choices, 

whilst Hill simultaneously participates in those very actions. On a surface level, it comes across as 

hypocritical, as “do as I say, not as I do”, and leads the listener to the conclusion that Hill is better 

than them. Yet scholars such as Joan Morgan write that this contradiction was not always read as 

hypocritical. Instead, Morgan writes, Hill is embodying the feelings of young women at the time, 

providing a role model for girls, and is presented as someone who wasn’t perfect but someone 

emotionally strong enough to admit it. Hill is shown to be someone imperfect but still attractive, 

someone relatable. 31  

Foxy Brown was amongst the artists at the forefront of the transformation that women’s 

fashion went through in the late ‘90s. She sported the chic, high-end fashion style associated with 

Keyes’s “Fly Girl” category of MC, often wearing plenty of jewellery and skimpy clothing.32 In the 

music video to Brown’s “Hot Spot”, seen in fig. 2, directed by Joseph Kahn and Foxy Brown, the 

women are wearing what could be described as BDSM style outfits (flashy leather bikinis, draped in 

chains, and carrying whips) and dancing provocatively for the onlooking men. As the industry 

realised that sex appeal was a selling point for artists in the hip-hop industry, American pop culture 

became more sexualised, and towards the end of the ‘90s, many female rappers found entry points 

into the industry through discourses of hypersexuality and sexuality as power. 33 The set for the 

video features a stage area in what seems to be a science laboratory, with men looking on at scantily 

 
30 Joan Morgan, She Begat This: 20 Years of the Miseducation of Lauryn Hill (New York: Atria Books, 2018), 37 
31 Ibid., 38 
32 White, “Missy ‘Misdemeanor’ Elliot and Nicki Minaj”, 617 
33 Fatimah N. Muhummad, “How to NOT be 21st Century Venus Hottentots” in Home Girls Make Some Noise, ed. Gwendolyn Pough, (California: 
Parker Publishing, 2007): 125 
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dressed women dancing in unison on the stage and in glass tube-shaped chambers raised above the 

stage. The video begins with a man opening the door to this area, which could represent the idea that 

he is in charge of these women and will only allow certain people to view their performance, and that 

they’re trapped in there, unable to leave without his consent.34 In this video, it seems that the women 

are represented as objects of male desire, reduced to decorative roles rather than multi-dimensional 

beings. Due to the nature of the industry, Brown did not have complete agency over how she and the 

backing dancers were portrayed, and the fact is that in the entertainment industry, sex is lucrative. 

Within the heteronormative lens of the video, Brown’s provocative nature is desirable for the women 

who want to be like Brown, desirable for the men who want Brown, and desirable for the people who 

want to be wanted like Brown. But she combines this desire with assertiveness and independence, 

which could be read as the resignification of the black woman’s body in a counter to its previous, 

and ongoing, exploitation.35 As explored by Tricia Rose in her book Hip Hop Wars, explicit doesn’t 

necessarily mean exploitative, and marrying these two ideas creates a slippery slope to sexual 

degradation.36 She suggests that the use of sexually explicit but empowering images should be used 

as a resistance to sexism, and that Brown could be expressing women’s sexual powers in her lyrics 

and imagery. However, Rose also writes that mainstream artists are exploited by the industry 

whether the artists realise it or not: their images are based on their sexuality, and therefore the sexual 

power they are claiming to show is in fact playing into the hands of the industry that is exploiting 

them.37 Whilst the sexual nature of Brown’s videos could be read like this, it could also be perceived 

that by using sexually exploitative images and lyrics, Brown is no longer a victim, but a hustler, 

equal to the men that commands the sexual space within hip-hop.38 These visual clues to Brown’s 

sexual assertiveness are combined with lyrics such as “Is it alright, sho’ you right, you can’t stop it/ 

 
34 Foxy Brown, Hot Spot, ed. Joseph Kahn, 1999, Accessed (4/11/2019), available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l4wB7yne0gA  
35 Rana A. Emmerson, “Where My Girls At? Negotiating Black Womanhood in Music Videos”, Gender and Society, 16, no. 1 (February 2002): 130, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243202016001007 
36 Tricia Rose, The Hip-Hop Wars: What We Talk About When We Talk About Hip-Hop – and Why it Matters, (New York, Basic Books, 2008): 123 
37 Rose, The Hip-Hop Wars, 123 
38 Ibid., 124 

This is our world, me and my girls”,39 and this summarises the community feel between black 

women at the time. Although in a different way to Lauryn Hill, Brown is putting her foot down, 

owning the space that she is in, and supporting other young black females as she does it.  

From this discussion of Lauryn Hill and Foxy Brown, I briefly outlined the different ways 

these women create feminist spaces for themselves within hip-hop in the 1990s. It seems to me that 

artists such as Lauryn Hill balance out those like Foxy Brown: Hill actively challenges misogynistic 

messages in rap music and encourages young black women to command respect by using a discourse 

of respectability; Brown, on the other hand, puts herself in a position equal to that of black 

masculinity, using explicit language and images to demand respect. It seems that the premise of 

objectification in rap music is a double-edged sword – black women are either praised for owning 

their sexuality and demanding respect as a sexual being, or they are dismissed as exploitative and 

anti-feminist for allowing themselves to be portrayed as objects of male desire. In “Doo Wop (That 

Thing)” Lauryn Hill is presented as someone relatable, and as a role model for young people 

growing up in a politically ever-changing world. As discussed by Joan Morgan, Hill openly 

expresses that she, too, is not perfect, but that she still deserves respect despite that, and this 

encourages her audience to believe this of themselves as well. In contrast, artists such as Foxy Brown 

are presented as hyper-sexualised and objectified, and whilst this can further perpetuate the negative 

stereotypes such as Jezebel, it can also provide an idea that black women can be sexy and desirable, 

in what may be perceived as a more rebellious way than Lauryn Hill. As Morgan writes in her book 

on hip-hop feminism: we cannot find the true hip-hop feminism in the “voice of one rapper, but in 

the juxtaposition of many”, 40 and one artist cannot be held in higher opinion than another when there 

is such a meaningful discussion at stake. And thus, it appears that each image exists because of the 

other, both Hill and Brown use rap to validate choice in the face of the hip-hop industry, encouraging 

 
39 Foxy Brown, Hot Spot, (New York: Violator, 1999) 
40 Joan Morgan, When Chickenheads Come Home to Roost: A Hip-Hop Feminist Breaks it Down (New York: Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, 1999): 62  
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young black women to choose how to command authority for themselves within the genre, and 

therefore, within the outside world.  

 

  

Appendix 1: Full Lyrics for Lauryn Hill’s ‘Doo Wop (That Thing)’ from The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill (1998) 

Yo, remember back on the Bully 

When cats used to harmonize like 

Yo, yo, my men and my women 

Don’t forget about the dean,  

Sirat al-mustaqim 

Yo, it’s about a thin, uh, yo, yo 

If ya feel real good wave your hands in the air 

And lick two shots in the atmosphere! 

 

It’s been three weeks since you were looking for your friend 

The one you let hit it and never called you again 

‘Member when he told you he was ‘bout the Benjamins? 

You act like you ain’t hear him, then give him a little trim 

To begin, how you think you’re really gon’ pretend 

Like you wasn’t down and you called him again? 

Plus, when you give it up so easy you ain’t even foolin’ him 

If you did it then, then you’d probably fuck again 

Talking out your neck, sayin’ you’re a Christian 

A Muslim, sleeping with the jinn 

Now that was the sin that did Jezebel in 

Who you gon’ tell when the repercussions spin? 

Showing off your ass cause you’re thinkin’ it’s a trend 

Girlfriend, let me break it down for you again 

You know I only say it cause I’m truly genuine 

Don’t be a hard rock when you really are a gem 

Baby girl, respect is just a minimum 

Niggas fucked up and you still defending ‘em 

Now, Lauryn is only human 

Don’t think I haven’t been through the same predicament 

Let it sit inside your head like a million women in Philly, Penn 

It’s silly when girls sell their souls because it’s in 

Look at where you be in, hair weaves like Europeans 

Fake nails done by Koreans 

Come again, come again, come again, my friend come again 

 

Guys you know you’d better watch out 

Some girls, some girls are only about 
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That thing, that thing, that thing 

That thing, that thing, that thing 

 

The second verse is dedicated to the men 

More concerned with his rims and his Timbs than his women 

Him and his men, come in the club like hooligans 

Don’t care who they offend, poppin’ yang (like you got yen!) 

Let’s stop pretend, the ones that pack pistols by they waist men 

Cristal by the case men, still in they mother’s basement 

The pretty face men claiming that they be the big men 

Need to take care of they three or four kids 

And they face a court case when the child support late 

Money taking and heart breaking, now you wonder why women hate men 

The sleepy, silent men 

The punk, domestic violence men 

Quick to shoot the semen, stop acting like boys and be men 

How you gonna win, when you ain’t right within? 

How you gonna win, when you ain’t right within? 

How you gonna win, when you ain’t right within? 

Come again, come again, come again, come again 

 

Watch out, watch out 

Look out, look out 

Watch out, watch out 

Look out, look out 

Watch out, watch out 

Look out, look out 

Watch out, watch out 

Look out, look out 

 

Girls you know you’d better watch out 

Some guys, some guys are only about 

That thing, that thing, that thing 

That thing, that thing, that thing 

 

Guys you know you’d better watch out 

Some girls, some girls are only about 

That thing, that thing, that thing 

That thing, that thing, that thing 

 

Girls you know you’d better watch out 

Some guys, some guys are only about 

That thing, that thing, that thing 

 

Appendix 2: Full Lyrics for Foxy Brown’s ‘Hot Spot’ from Chyna Doll (1999) 

Ayo! Crime a crime, let’s get it on  

Emcees want to eat me but it’s Ramadan  

Peep what’s on the arm when it’s ice it’s ice  

When I’m right, I’m right when you’re wrong, you’re wrong  

I’m the bomb, records is platinum, skin is bronze  

Flows all night like vintage Dom  

Been this nice since umm, first prince bomb  

Before ‘The Artist Known As’ wit my grown ass  

Haters said it won’t last, know how many birds I flown past  

Celly on roam, full belly, first class  

And I don’t play, I watch them pockets  

Know y’all niggas go broke after you cop them watches  

See you in the club, no bub nigga pop it  

And then you want to fuck, give it up nigga not this  

My coat is ostrich, flow is the hottest  

You ain’t got dough, you can’t go with this Fox bitch 

 

You can catch me at the hot spot cause I fox, I plots  

At the bar y’all, all night, I pops  

Is it alright, sho’ you right, you can’t stop it  

This is our world, me and my girls  

You can catch me at the hot spot, I fox, I plots  

At the bar y’all, all night, I pops  

Is it alright, sho you right, you can’t stop it  

This is our world, me and my girls  

 

Yo! Cats 13nticin out the six, cash flushin out the niggas  

Platinum heart in half hangin’ ‘tween the two tit-ties  

Scheme on your team, looking over graph pictures  

Pick the finest, then I put it on the minors  

Love after the club, meet me at the diner  

So you can bring your boys, we got ten cars behind us  

Order a steak, a glass of OJ, and break-fast  
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Hop in the car and head straight up Eighth Ave  

The night is young, I’m likin son 

Either he don’t have one, or his wife is dumb  

His whole hand numb, nigga iced him thumb  

Pull up my tights some, enticin’ him 

You can handle the work, I’ll play wit it  

Till he curve and swerve nigga, stay wit it  

Bitches in the club they, hated it  

‘Cause I put my mack down and I, skated it  

 

You can catch me at the hot spot, I fox, I plots 

At the bar y’all, all night, I pops  

Is it alright, sho’ you right, you can’t stop it  

This is our world, me and my girls  

You can catch me at the hot spot, I fox, I plots 

At the bar y’all, all night, I pops  

Is it alright, sho’ you right, you can’t stop it  

This is our world, me and my girls   

 

You can catch me at the Expo’, Jacob Jav  

Knocking Jigga out the Navigator, layin back, I stay in that 

Me falling off? Imagine that, it’s not the case  

I’m sitting on Top of The World like Brandy and Mase  

You wanna, buy me a drink, nigga hand me a case  

Big ballin bitch, I want all of this shit  

Six AMG’s with the spoiler kit  

Chromes from the fac’ phones front and back 

CoCo, flow, nigas is wantin that 

Out they vehicles, niggas is bumpin that 

I heard you wanna stop Fox, tell me how so 

I got that New York to the Dirty South flow  

Whole album hot, even the outro  

This time around I’m trying to do about fo’  

This is for my niggas and bitches who count dough  

And y’all in the club I make ‘em bounce 

 

You can catch me at the hot spot, I fox, I plots 

At the bar y’all, all night, I pops  

Is it alright, sho’ you right, you can’t stop it  

This is our world, me and my girls  

You can catch me at the hot spot, I fox, I plots 

At the bar y’all, all night, I pops  

Is it alright, sho’ you right, you can’t stop it  

This is our world, me and my girls  
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Jean Sibelius: The extent to which war influenced his orchestral works. 

Nathaniel Warren 

The first decade of the 1900s contained ideal socio-political conditions for the flourishing of 

Nordic composers, however, these conditions soon became unconducive with the approach of 

war. By looking at Symphony No.4 and 5, this treatise shall examine the influences of primarily 

World War I on Sibelius and his orchestral works. My purpose is twofold: Part of this paper shall 

focus on the Fourth and the way the prevalent sense of anxiety directly preceding World War I 

translated into his symphony and anticipated the corollary stylistic shift towards modernism and 

realism.1 Similarly, this paper shall also explore the influence of World War I on Symphony 

No.5, in particular its surprising sanguinity in a time of hardship and the consequences of war on 

publishing Sibelius’s works.  

Finland was influenced by the jingoism of Russian imperialism at the turn of the 

century.2 For many composers, war was one of the single most disruptive influences on their 

orchestral works. Russia and Germany both wanted possession of Finnish territory and after the 

Russian Revolution (1917), the Bolsheviks entered Finland, and Sibelius’s home at Järvenpää 

was searched for weapons. The 1918 Civil War meant Sibelius, as a renowned supporter of the 

Finnish national cause, was in immediate physical danger. After the Germans arrived, there was 

a bombardment, the Bolsheviks were driven out and Finland was eventually proclaimed an 

independent republic.3 The war pervaded every aspect of Sibelius’s life; socially, politically and 

financially. For a man who insisted on complete household silence whilst working on his 

compositions, telling his daughters to practice instruments at the neighbours; the unforeseen 

 
1 I am referring to both the artistic and philosophical movements of modernism and naturalism here.  
2 Fabian Dahlström, and James Hepokoski, "Sibelius, Jean." Grove Music Online. 2001, accessed 28 Apr. 2020. 
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000043725. 
3 Burnett James, The Music of Jean Sibelius, (Associated University Presses, Inc., 1983), 37. 

  

influences of war certainly impacted Sibelius’s creative output. Sibelius grew up in a garrison 

town and experienced a less direct influence of military presence at Hämeenlinna. Despite the 

militaristic dotted and march-like rhythms in Karelia and other works, Sibelius did not display 

overtly militaristic characteristics in his Symphonies. Sibelius lived through two world wars, 

causing Sibelius’s work post-1900s to be affected. Symphony No.8 might still exist had there 

been less conflict limiting his output. 

During the first decade of the 20th century, catalysed by war, Sibelius underwent a 

stylistic shift away from the rose-tinted world of romanticism to the modernist Fourth 

Symphony.4 The Fourth was deliberately reactionary to romanticism and Sibelius arguably slips 

into the symphonic equivalent of expressionism, for it describes his inner turmoil. The tensions 

of the Fourth reflected the atmosphere of Europe in the pre-World War I period, including 

Russian jingoism. Although Finland was not actively involved, there is no doubt World War I 

cast a shadow of depression over the whole continent. Sibelius wrote to Aino his wife, ‘now that 

you have shared the composer’s fate with me – and I have brought you unimaginable pain […] 

we must help each other!’5 This letter speaks profoundly into the hardships of this depressive 

episode in Sibelius’s life. It is from this place that Sibelius composes his Fourth and his personal 

misfortune is evident in its composition. Sibelius’s extensive use of modernist and dissonant 

harmonic syntax aptly describes the social unrest of Finland’s milieu; therefore, his work is an 

example of the prevalent artistic movement of Social Realism. 

War certainly imposed strictures on Sibelius’s orchestral works. The first premiere of 

Sibelius’s Fifth Symphony coincided with his 50th Birthday, but experienced a drawn-out 

 
4 Modernism is as an aesthetic stance which undergirded the period of development in musical language around the turn of the 20th century. 
5 Unna Toropainen, Educational Curator at Sibelius Museum Turku, ‘Sibelius’s private life with private letters and diary entries translated’, 
interview by Nathaniel Warren, Sibelius Museum Turku, January 23, 2020. 
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emergence, undergoing the most revisions and premieres of all his symphonies. The final version 

(1919) had a radically refashioned structure, 3 movements rather than 4. Sadly, in Sibelius’s 

latter years he transitioned from being one of the most prolific international composers, to simply 

producing a handful of compositions during his 30-year silence post-Tapiola. Moreover, Goss 

suggests that in order to understand the mystery of Sibelius’s later thirty-year silence, we must 

understand this within the backdrop of Finland’s political, cultural, and linguistic situation, in 

order to grasp ‘the world from which he came.’6 It is difficult to ascertain the extent to which the 

various wars prompted this silence. Indeed, like Sibelius, Elgar also experienced post-war 

composing paralysis. However, Sibelius’s silence was more to do with self-criticism than by the 

traumas of war. 

World War I certainly demanded heroic and innovative expression from Sibelius. This is 

apparent in the Fifth, where Sibelius describes nature as a transcendent force of hope, a 

redemptive force that lifts him out of despair. In September 1916, Sibelius’s diary relates, ‘On all 

these days I have seen cranes; full of music moving to the south. Have been the willing pupil 

once again […] My heart full of melancholy and nature worship.’7 Sibelius’s Fifth could be 

described as a space of heterotopia (Michel Foucault’s philosophy). The symphony appears out-

of-place, yet a form of spiritual resistance. Perhaps it is not in spite of these war pressures, but 

because of them that the Fifth has prevailed to so great an extent. The Fifth still enjoys a positive 

reception today and is among Sibelius’s top 3 most popular orchestral works.8 Sibelius was 

deemed a paragon of heroism. Sibelius made a radio appeal to America and a fund-raising 

 
6 Glenda Dawn Goss, A Composer’s life and the Awakening of Finland, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 6. 
7 Toropainen, interview. 
 
8 See Appendix 4.6. 

  

postage stamp bore Sibelius’s head and the words, ‘I need your help’. Sibelius became 

emblematic of a small nation standing up to a much larger oppressor.  

Sibelius’s private letters and intimate diary entries from 1911 attest to the influence of 

war on Sibelius’s works. During our interview, Unna Toropainen explained that both the public 

and musical circles found it hard to accept the radical style of the Fourth Symphony, in which 

tonality is stretched to its limits.9 Aino described the reaction to the Fourth’s first performance: 

‘Evasive looks, head-shakings, embarrassed or ironic smiles’10. Although dismayed, Sibelius 

claimed that only in the future will people understand the significance of his work.  

Sibelius’s diary primarily refers to his economic struggles and unpaid loans throughout 

1911. ‘Economic misery, that is the theme of Spring 1911’11. Sibelius consciously composes 

something eclectic in his Fourth and he is thus aware of its potentially poor reception and its 

economic repercussions. The summer of 1911 caused Sibelius other personal pressures 

including: the upstairs of Ainola’s construction, Eva Sibelius’s impending marriage and the birth 

of Heidi Blomstedt. All these personal tensions enflamed his angst, subduing the essence of 

Sibelius’s orchestral works. 

Sibelius’s diary entries appear dramatic, ‘One day he is fighting with God, the next he is 

totally happy’12, but framed within the context of his personal pressures, we can start to 

understand his perturb. Salzman argues that the musical ideas of the Fourth are fragmented with 

no gradual cohesion, and in Sibelius’s letters we see the verbal equivalent of this fragmented 

musical speech, with many two-word entries. It is difficult to discern whether Sibelius’s 

alteration in speech (both verbal and harmonic) is owed to the war, or whether it is a distinct 

 
9 Toropainen, interview. 
10 Toropainen, interview. 
11 Toropainen, interview. 
12 Toropainen, interview. 
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stylistic decision. Sibelius deliberately employs specific intervals to portray emotions of anxiety, 

namely; semitones, open fifths and tritones. Conversely, Sibelius’s other symphonies also ‘share 

his typical halting, expressive, tortured kind of musical speech’13 heard in the Fourth. 

Warring influences did not preserve Sibelius from criticism, in fact, Sibelius found it harder to 

appease an audience unsettled by war. Burnett James describes, ‘He was accused not only of 

unadventurous traditionalism but even more, on the basis of […] the Fifth, of undue optimism 

which ran against the contemporary grain.’14 In a short period of time Sibelius was subjected to a 

suddenly adverse reception, receiving bad reviews from Hamburg and Vienna. Sibelius writes, 

‘Am I worse because the foreign newspaper won’t mention me?’15 From these diary entries and 

letters we can glean that the emotions of the Fourth, previously appropriated to impending war 

influences, in reality arise from a mixture of conflating socio-economic issues climaxing at this 

time. 

Sibelius was loyal to Germany during the Winter War (1939-40) and supported German 

and Finnish military services in the Continuation War (1941-44); Sibelius Society was founded 

in National Socialist Germany (1942).16 In Sibelius’s defence, Barnett claims we can understand 

Sibelius’s continued relationship with Germany because all his main publishers resided in 

Germany.17 Importantly, the war affected Sibelius’s finances and his ability to get works 

published and performed. James relates, ‘with Germany locked in war and Finland nominally 

neutral but closely linked to Russia, Sibelius’s transactions with the publishers Breitkopf & 

Härtel became at first uncertain and later broken altogether.’18 Sibelius lost most of his income 

 
13 Eric Salzman, Twentieth-Century Music: An Introduction, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J: Prentice-Hall, 1967), 79. 
14 James, The Music of Jean Sibelius, 19. 
15 Toropainen, interview. 
16 Veijo Murtomäki Interview Notes, ‘Sibelius Forum No.2 “Sibelius: composer and Patriot” – 2003’, interview by Nathaniel Warren, January 17, 
2020. 
17 Andrew Barnett, Head of Sibelius One Society, ‘Sibelius One and Book Discussion’, interview by Nathaniel Warren, Brighton, December 20, 
2019. 
18 James, The Music of Jean Sibelius, 35. 

  

through royalties and soon began his association with Hansen in Copenhagen. In Sibelius’s 

diary, he writes, ‘B and H? No answers’19, and repeatedly questions with uncertainty, ‘shall I let 

them print the Symphony op.63?’20.  

Plausibly, both World Wars and Finland’s Civil War, all played a role in preventing 

Sibelius’s work being realised in mainland Europe. Sibelius’s reception was mostly confined to 

Britain, the United States and Scandinavia. Indeed, Anna Pulkkis attests that Sibelius’s great 

acclaim in the Anglo-Saxon countries was encouraged by the stereotypes cast by his champions 

Rosa Newmarch and Olin Downes.21 Furthermore, the rise of the Second Viennese school, new 

progressive music and criticism from T.W.Adorno, quashed his reputation in the latter part of the 

20th century. However, Timo Virtanen urges us to see Sibelius as an international composer 

belonging to the global canon of Beethoven and Brahms.22 Robert Layton mentions, for those 

who equate the complexity of harmonic language and dissonance with musical progress, Sibelius 

is not successful. ‘He was content to leave the language of music very much as he found it.’23 

However, this is certainly not the case in the Fourth, an insightful and visionary work. 

Despite all the detrimental effects of war, there were some debatably positive 

consequences of this war time. One such consequence is the reduction in Sibelius’s decadent 

social events, previously impairing his health considerably. Moreover, the isolation that he 

underwent may have improved his work-ethic, in turn, increasing his orchestral output. The 

constant reminder of Sibelius’s mortality throughout this wartime would have served to increase 

his compositional output, for Sibelius was keen to produce many musical works before his 

 
19 Toropainen, interview. 
20 Toropainen, interview. 
21 Anna Pulkkis, University of Helsinki, ‘Sibelius Interview Notes’, interview by Nathaniel Warren, Helsinki National Library, January 21, 2020. 
22 Timo Virtanen, Editor-in-Chief of Sibelius’s Works, ‘University of Helsinki Sibelius Interview Notes’, interview by Nathaniel Warren, 
Helsinki National Library, January 21, 2020. 
 
23 Robert Layton, Sibelius, (London: The Orion Publishing Group, 1965), 198. 
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death.24 Also, De Gorog remarks, ‘during these times Sibelius tried to turn to nature and music 

for consolation.’25 

Stylistically, the gap between the Fourth and the Fifth can be seen as bridging a paradigm 

shift. James Hepokoski says, ‘It is customary for historians to draw a line between Sibelius’s 

dissonant austere Fourth’26 and the more accessible Fifth. Hepokoski considers the works around 

Sibelius’s Fourth, as belonging ‘to an eclipsed symphonic tradition in markedly anti-Romantic 

times’27. The Fifth, contrasts itself from the Fourth, possessing a triumphant conclusion and 

‘more overt orchestral effects’28. The Fifth Symphony posed structural instabilities which needed 

reworking, and this can feasibly be a war influence. However, only by historicising the Fifth 

within the context of the musical clash of his times, can we fully understand what made its 

formation such a struggle. The liberal bourgeois modernist tradition was pitted against the more 

radical New Music experiments of a younger generation and Sibelius was caught in the wake of 

this collision.  

Sibelius’s treatment of harmony in the Fourth served as a forerunner to the eclectic 

harmonic language of war-time Europe. Sibelius started to produce more modernist works, often 

increasingly modal.29 Paul Griffiths says that modern music typically unshackles ‘its dependence 

on the system of major and minor keys which had provided […] coherence for most western art 

music since the seventeenth century’30. In the newly formed wake of Debussyan modernism, 

Sibelius abandons the diatonic narrative mode and instead the music of his Fourth becomes a 

 
24 From 1914-1918, Sibelius also lived in fear of his recurrent throat trouble, which required a dozen surgical operations before he was rid of 
complications.  
25 De Gorog, From Sibelius to Salinnen, Finnish Nationalism and the music of Finland, (Greenwood Press, 1989), 68. 
26James Hepokoski, Sibelius Symphony No.5, (Cambridge University Press 1993), 1. 
27 Hepokoski, Sibelius Symphony No.5, 1. 
28 Hepokoski, Sibelius Symphony No.5, 1. 
 
29 Modality starts to permeate Sibelius’s musical works from the Third Symphony onwards. 
30 Paul Griffiths, A Concise History of Modern Music from Debussy to Boulez, (1978), 7. 

  

product of free imagination and evocative images. Donald Tovey writes, ‘there is plenty of 

unorthodoxy in Sibelius’s harmony, and it has many strange modes […] but there is no 

concession to fashion’31, this view is concurrent amongst many scholars like Graham Abraham, 

who believe that Sibelius is uncompromising in his Fourth. Moreover, Sibelius’s Fourth has 

been critiqued for its structural insecurities. These structural insecurities are perhaps 

characteristic of the socio-economic instabilities that Sibelius suffered at this time. Salzman 

claims that the Fourth is the most original of the symphonies, written in a period of significant 

musical upheavals across the continent. The personal crisis in Sibelius’s music was also, in part, 

a tonal crisis. The Fourth centres on the interval of the augmented fourth, and throughout, the 

tonal resolution of the piece remains in doubt. Opening with bassoon and low strings outlining an 

augmented fourth (see Figure 1), the end of movement 1, reiterates this interval, although now 

starting on the dominant (E) rather than the tonic (A). This serves as a small recapitulation, 

paradoxically giving a sense of structure to a work that sounds tonally unstructured. Perhaps 

allegorical of Sibelius’s situation, in the disarray of war he found structure through his orchestral 

works.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
31 Donald Tovey, Essays in Musical Analysis, Symphonies and other Orchestral works, (Indiana University Press 1993), 504.  



164 165

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

The paradox of the ebullient Fifth and the macabre Fourth is difficult to comprehend, and 

the war certainly influenced their formation. The Fifth, despite being written during the war, 

remains oddly distant from the zeitgeist of the time. Conceivably, this work was meant to be a 

beacon of hope, a form of spiritual resistance for Finnish fortitude. This aligns with the narrative 

of the Finnish people, they have survived persecution before, and they will survive again. 

Sibelius was struck by a sense of interiority at this time and his works assumed a more private 

quality. Indeed, Voces Intimae (1909) and The Bard (1913), are suggestive of the reclusive guise 

that Sibelius assumed.  

By 1918, the war was becoming a harsher reality for Sibelius. In early February, Sibelius 

was placed under house arrest. These factors help elucidate why Sibelius’s orchestral works are 

endowed with a cartesian quality. Instead of Sibelius’s works being concerned with the state, 

they soon became more concerned with the self. Sibelius’s romantic personality and his tendency 

to fantasise over notions of war, made him ‘a more-than-willing tool in the hands of his patriotic 

Figure 1: The opening of Movement 1 from Sibelius’s Symphony No.4.  

Source: Original Score from Helsinki National Library Special Reserves. 

  

friends’.32 Although the World War exerted a considerable influence on Sibelius, it was only 

towards the end of the War of Independence that these conditions worsened, considerably 

interfering with his work. In reference to World War II Barnett explained, ‘anyone who 

understands the cultural situation that he was in, would agree that it is not a credible view to see 

Sibelius as pro-Nazi policy.33 Vesa Siren reminds us how Sibelius fretted about his old age in 

1941, ‘which prevented him from participating in the war against the Russians.’34 

The contrast between the beatific and exultant qualities of the Fifth and the depressive 

melancholic features of the Fourth matches the transition into a war-like milieu. The 

development of the Fifth, begins with a fugal treatment of 2 themes from the exposition. Tovey 

describes this being worked up into a wonderful fugue which quickens (by diminution) into a 

chromatic passage.35 However, the most overwhelming element of Sibelius’s Fifth involves the 

brass section overcoming the orchestra. In an interview, Jennie Francis described Sibelius’s 

symphonic works as possessing expansive and powerful textures. Notably, Francis points out 

Sibelius’s novel treatment of orchestration and his substantial use of brass to purport majesty. 

The use of highly articulated brass passages in Sibelius’s symphonic works36, contain a heroic 

quality that makes it resonate with the Finns during the war.  

Conclusion 

On balance, the pervasiveness of war on Sibelius’s orchestral works are more wide-

reaching and complex than we might first imagine. A closer inspection of the context behind 

 
32 De Gorog, From Sibelius to Sallinen, 69. 
33 Barnett, interview. 
34 Murtomäki, interview 
35 Tovey, Essays in Musical Analysis, Vol.II. 
 
36 Jennie Francis, University of Cambridge, ‘Sibelius Discussion’, Online interview, April 23, 2020. 
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Sibelius’s symphonic works reveals that a myriad of personal tensions influenced Sibelius at this 

time. As Tuija Wicklund says, ‘every composer is a window into that time period’37. The 

dissonances heard in the pre-war Fourth, can be appropriated to the social anxieties of the 

climate. Nonetheless, there were surprisingly positive effects of war that nurtured Sibelius’s 

creative thoughts, namely; the seclusion, privacy and time with nature afforded by the war during 

the Fifth. The stylistic change Sibelius underwent is broader than the war and the political 

landscape, it requires an understanding of Sibelius the man. This allowed Sibelius the necessary 

quietude and time to compose a work of hope. Sibelius’s music perhaps alleviated political 

tensions, as Ritva Hale says, it is through the medium of music that Finnish people were able to 

view the Russians, previously their oppressors, in a more positive light.38 Throughout history, 

music has a powerful ability to unite people and crosses cultural, political and geographical 

boundaries. Sibelius may have been influenced by war, but most importantly Sibelius’s 

compositions were primarily an expression of his love of music, a confession of the soul. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
37 Tuija Wicklund, University of Helsinki, ‘Sibelius Interview Notes’, interview by Nathaniel Warren, Helsinki National Library, January 21, 
2020. 
38 Ritva Hale, ‘Finland, Russia and Sibelius’, interview by Nathaniel Warren, Loudwater, December 31, 2019. 
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Appendix 1.1: Symphony No.2 – fire-damaged score, fair copy.  

Source: Helsinki National Library 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 1.2: Symphony No.3 Extract  

Source: Helsinki National Library Special Archives 
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Appendix 1.3: Symphony No.3 Original Score Extract.  

Source: Helsinki National Library Special Archives 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 1.4: Symphony No.4 Movement 1 – Original Score Extract.  

Source: Helsinki National Library Special Archives 
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Appendix 1.5: Symphony No.4 Extract   

Source: Helsinki National Library Special Archives 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 1.6: Symphony No.4 Original Score Extract 

Source: Helsinki National Library Special Archives 
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Appendix 1.7: Symphony No.5 Front Cover  

Source: Helsinki National Library Special Archives 
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Appendix 2.1: Sibelius’s extensive travel mapped onto Europe.  

Source: Sibelius Museum Turku   
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Appendix 2.2: Photo from The Nordic Music Days in Copenhagen 1919.  

Source: Sibelius Museum Turku     

Appendix 2.3: Sibelius Reception Statistics  

Source: Sibelius Museum Turku 

 

 

  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 2.4: Sibelius and Järnefelt Family Tree.  

Source: Sibelius Museum Turku     
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Appendix 2.5: The Sibelius Museum Tour Notes.  

Source: Unna Toropainen at the Sibelius Museum Turku 
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Appendices 3: Andrew Barnett Sibelius One Conference Artefacts 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 3.1: The Sibelius One Magazine information 

Source: Andrew Barnett Private Interview Artefacts in Brighton 

  

 

 

Appendix 3.2: The Sibelius One Magazine information on Breitkopf & Härtel 

Source: Andrew Barnett Private Interview Artefacts in Brighton 
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An exploration of the use of sampling in Hip-Hop culture, and the ethics, history and skill 

associated with it. 

Sam Carter 

The Hip-Hop genre has unfortunately, since its conception, frequently been seen by those not 

involved or educated in Hip-Hop culture as ‘unsophisticated street music at best and thievery (a 

reference to the musical sampling) at worst.’1 The reality is that there is a great deal of skill required 

to produce a successful Hip-Hop track, while adhering to the social expectancies surrounding 

production, as well as the legal requirements of sampling the work of another. Hip-Hop itself was 

born from sampling and mixing pre-existing tracks, and thus there is no inherent issue concerning 

sampling or the morality of it amongst the professionals of the Hip-Hop world.2 Signifyin(g) is a 

tradition in African-American culture; the practice of referring or alluding to a previous text or event, 

sometimes indirectly or through varying degrees of subtlety. Scholar Thomas G. Schumacher 

highlights the problem that the ‘formal practices of Signifyin(g) in rap music defy traditional 

definitions of authorship because they are ultimately premised on referencing the other and by 

explicitly relying on previous utterances.’3 Consequentially, the issue of musical ownership in Hip-

Hop and by extension rap music is obscure where Signifyin(g) is concerned. The legality of sampling 

is far from black and white, yet it cannot be ignored or avoided due to its deep connection with Hip-

Hop’s roots. Disputes are usually only taken to court when either a sampler has gone too far and is 

judged to be markedly unoriginal and uncreative in their own work, or when a higher power in the 

musical or legal world attempts to challenge the philosophy of sampling. 

Before certain legal cases concerning sampling are discussed, it is important to first explore 

the methods of which samples have often been discovered and obtained. ‘Crate Digging’ is a term 

used to describe producers who explore catalogues of rare music, usually vinyl, to discover unique 

 
1 S. Craig Watkins, Hip Hop Matters: Politics, Pop Culture, and the Struggle for the Soul of a Movement, (Boston: Beacon Press, 2006) p.230 
2 Joseph G. Schloss, Making Beats: The Art of Sample-Based Hip-Hop, (Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 2014), p.101 
3 Thomas G. Schumacher, ““This Is a Sampling Sport”: Digital Sampling, Rap Music, and the Law in Cultural Production” chapter, in That’s the Joint: 
The Hip-hop Studies Reader, 2nd edition, eds. Murray Forman and Mark Anthony Neal, (London: Routledge, 2012), p.452 

and previously unused sample material. Those who ‘dig’ are held in high esteem amongst Hip-Hop 

audiences and fellow producers, and it is seen as a skill, requiring time, patience, musical knowledge 

and effort; the act of ‘digging’ itself has the potential to justify samplers’ use of the material they 

find. Nonetheless, a court judge or forensic musicologist might not agree this justification is valid. 

Through the use of obscure samples, a dichotomy for producers arises, between ‘using their work to 

display their esoteric record knowledge to each other and making beats that appeal to a broad 

audience’.4 The ‘Mom and Pop crates’ of the 1970s are a selection of records owned by the majority 

of African-American families, and thus records which are commonly sampled due to their high 

availability; a clear example of African-American culture shaping that of Hip-Hop.5 Yet, there is a 

certain personal side to digging and sampling which can distinguish one producer from another, and 

make their work recognisable despite the fact that they are using other artists’ music. If one can 

identify the work of a particular producer purely through the choice of sample or the way in which 

the sample is being used,6 then there must be an element of originality behind what on the surface 

may look like stealing. 

When considering how a sample is used, this originality and the creative potential for a 

producer becomes vastly apparent. Anything auditorily possible can be applied to a sample, and 

while this may make identifying a sample for legal purposes far more difficult and complex an issue, 

it logically follows that since the final sonic product is nearly unrecognisable, then new, original 

music must have been created. Nonetheless, producers invariably choose not to hide their use of 

samples, thus adding an aesthetic, and possible historical significance to the work. For example, 

Fatboy Slim’s Praise You opens with a sample of Camille Yarbrough’s Take Yo’ Praise, and 

manipulates the vocals of the song in an unmissable way, through the unrealistic extension of a note. 

Yet, while this builds tension and contributes greatly to the following musical build up, Fatboy Slim 

 
4 Schloss, Making Beats, p.81 
5 ibid, p.82 
6 ibid, p.85 
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alters the now iconic piano sample as well. Only a minor change, the sample, taken from a test album 

released by JLB electronics, is altered so that the ‘crackling sound’ of the record is more apparent.7 

A common technique in the Hip-Hop world, but an effective one nonetheless, minor manipulations 

of samples such as this one occur numerous times throughout the production of a Hip-Hop track, and 

while one may still be able to tell that a sample has been used, the final musical product and its effect 

is, if done well, vastly different to that of the original sampled track. 

Irrespective of outside judgement, there are ethical standards amongst Hip-Hop producers 

and enthusiasts concerning sampling and the methods used to execute it. The following ‘rules’ of 

sampling exist not only for legal and etiquette related purposes, but also to preserve purity in the art 

of Hip-Hop, to maintain a fixed rule set within which true Hip-Hop can be created and performed. 

There should be ‘no biting’, meaning it is seen as unethical to sample a recording recently used by 

another producer without significantly changing it for your own use. Vinyl should be favoured above 

all else, for practicality and aesthetic reasons, as well as the respect earned for the physical amount of 

work and effort needed to do the ‘crate digging’. One should not sample from other Hip-Hop 

records, a rule which varies in extremity from person to person, however it is generally agreed that it 

is unacceptable to sample directly from another Hip-Hop artist’s tracks. The sampling of vocals is 

more debatable, but it is of paramount importance that one uses vocals appropriately, through 

respectful parody or homage. You should not sample the ‘greats’, as many producers would want to 

preserve the integrity of records they consider exceptional and feel that they would not add anything 

to said music. Additionally, sampling from a record to produce one superior to it is part of the ethos 

of Hip-Hop, and taking something one already considers to be phenomenal makes this feat harder to 

accomplish. It is seen as amoral to sample from compilations, since it undermines those who dig for 

their samples if one is seen to take from compilations of desirable sounds for the Hip-Hop producer, 

which were common in the 1980s. Finally, one should not sample more than one aspect of a single 

 
7 Mark Katz, Capturing Sound: How Technology has Changed Music, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), p.119-120 

record as there is considered to be no creativity in using two sounds which have already been proven 

to blend well together, as is the case if one samples the same record multiple times in the production 

process of a track.8 These sampling ethics have not only been established to maintain order and 

civility between Hip-Hop artists, but are also an effective way of ensuring the originality of music 

produced in accordance to them. Almost all of the ‘rules’ encourage creativity, and direct a producer 

towards independent musical thinking, which is often the crux of any issues regarding sampling 

ethics in the legal world. 

Cultural commodities such as music and art ‘document and serve as catalysts in the African 

American struggle for political and economic equality.’9 As a result, a reference within a Hip-Hop 

track to a previous song or artist, through sampling or otherwise, is frequently intended to comment 

on or further the aforementioned fight for racial equality. It would then often seem unfair and 

immoral to punish those who have done so simply to appease a certain artist or estate who feel that 

their property has been unlawfully used. American rapper Jay Z’s sampling of It’s the Hard Knock 

Life from the musical Annie in his song Hard Knock Life (Ghetto Anthem), while not drawing from a 

source associated with African-American culture, is one clear example of this intention in Hip-Hop. 

In Jay Z’s own words, “They’re singin’ like they’re rejoicin’. Like they too strong to let it bring them 

down.”10 The pre-existing, pre-Civil Rights Movement laws of ‘copyright and trademark, continue to 

benefit the white majority’11, since many of the samples challenged in court are those held by white 

artists, or more often a record label itself will challenge the use of their music. These powerful, major 

labels are usually doing so for monetary purposes, yet it is clear that they are historically run by this 

‘white majority’, who would frequently benefit in these cases. However, there are examples of 

ownership disputes between African-Americans, the case of Rosa Parks vs LaFace Records, the 

 
8 Schloss, Making Beats, p.106-130 
9 Richard L. Schur, Parodies of Ownership: Hip-Hop Aesthetics and Intellectual Property Law, (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 2009), p.100 
10 Watkins, Hip Hop Matters, p.75 
11 Schur, Parodies of Ownership, p.101 
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record label of the group Outkast, being one such example. This specific legal battle is a strong case 

study for exploring ownership laws within Hip-Hop music, and how the racial aspect, specifically the 

use of Rosa Parks’ name to allude to the Civil Rights Movement, is dealt with in court. While neither 

a name nor a reference to a historical event is a sample, Parks’ claim that Outkast were using her 

name for free publicity at her expense12 provides a prime example of the issue of property law in 

Hip-Hop, and how those outside of the genre often view the prolific use of the work of others within 

the Hip-Hop world. The case was settled, and LaFace Records paid Parks an undisclosed amount, 

meaning a high-profile case concerning Hip-Hop was beneficial to the apparent victim, not the Hip-

Hop artist. While LaFace Records and Outkast would have no significant financial concerns 

following this agreement, the message that Hip-Hop artists cannot necessarily reference an important 

historical event, especially one relating to the Civil Rights Movement, is a dangerous one when 

considering the fact that the genre is inherently tied to the practice of reusing the work of others, as 

well as racial strife, due to its origins. 

One particular approach to Copyright law in music suggested by law graduate and author J.C. 

Thom is that ‘one can determine substantial similarity by judging the artistic and financial 

importance of the portion(s) copied or appropriated’.13 Through this lens, if one profits from the use 

of a sample significantly and takes away from any potential profit the original artist may receive, 

then Copyright law should be enacted. A great many cases in which the use of a sample in Hip-Hop 

has been taken to court has been done so for this reason, however definitively concluding that this 

was the only motivation of a plaintiff is challenging. 

 

 
12 ibid, p.22 
13 J.C. Thom, “Digital Sampling: Old-fashioned Piracy Dressed Up in Sleek New Technology,” Loyola Entertainment Law Journal, Volume 8, (1988), 
p.324 
 

 ‘The first case to be decided on the subject of sampling and copyright was Acuff-Rose Music Inc. v. 

Campbell’ in which the subject of fair use due to parodic nature is discussed, ruling in favour of the 

Hip-Hop group 2 Live Crew and the unlicensed use of samples taken from Roy Orbison’s Oh, Pretty 

Woman in their own song, Pretty Woman.14 A significant part of this song and this case is the 

element of ‘textually signalling’ the use of a sample in a Hip-Hop song; in other words, the act of 

clearly displaying your use of a sample to an audience.15 This is inherently required in a parodic 

song, as an audience must be aware something is being subject to parody. The details of the ruling 

showed that if there is sufficient evidence that a sample is being used for parodic purposes, as there 

evidently was in this instance, then fair use is applicable. 2 Live Crew’s song is ultimately more well 

known for this landmark ruling than for being a popular and financial success for the group, yet the 

case is a significant one for the Hip-Hop world all the same. As previously discussed, while not 

encountering legal issues, Fatboy Slim’s Praise You evokes a certain excitement through the 

manipulation of what is clear to be a sample, another effective use of ‘textual signalling’. Fatboy 

Slim, his true name being Norman Cook, said himself that ‘the vocal stutter was “a gag, a way of saying, 

‘Look, I sampled this.’”16 While it had previously been a common approach to sampling in Hip-Hop 

music, the surge of legal action towards the genre in the 1990s encouraged this method of 

incorporating a sample into a track, shaping the face of Hip-Hop music in the years to follow. 

 Kanye West as an individual has a strong connection with sampling for positive and negative 

reasons. He has been embroiled in a great many legal disputes, yet when unmarred by such debates, 

his use of sampling is exemplary and can often be seen as revolutionary for the medium. West’s 

sampling of the song Avril 14th by Aphex Twin for his own track Blame Game is more morally 

dubious than other occasions of sampling from Kanye, such as his use of Nina Simone’s Strange 

 
14 Schumacher, “This Is a Sampling Sport”, p.445 
15 Justin A. Williams, “Intertextuality, Sampling, and Copyright” chapter, in The Cambridge Companion to Hip-Hop, ed. Justin A. Williams, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p.209 
16 Katz, Capturing Sound, p.120 
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Fruit or Ray Charles’ I Got a Woman. Taking from famous sources is clearly effective, as any given 

message intended to be communicated through the choice of sample is more likely to be understood 

by a greater proportion of the audience if the sampled track is already established in the public 

consciousness. However, when taking from less well-established artists than oneself, particularly if 

the sample has not been cleared as Aphex Twin has claimed17, this dimension to the sample is lost 

and the resulting musical effect is far more likely to be seen as selfish appropriation of another’s 

work for personal gain. While in this instance the exact term ‘sampling’ may be inappropriate, since 

it is hard to determine if a sample is indeed used or the piano part has simply been reperformed, this 

thesis is still apposite. On the other hand, Kanye West’s song titled Gold Digger is an interesting 

study of what sampling can be, how it can be used creatively and to gain remarkable success. The 

aforementioned sample taken from Ray Charles’ I Got a Woman contains three measures, with all 

three being repeated throughout the song at different stages. Gold Digger also includes a 15 second 

interpolation of Charles’ lyrics, performed by Jamie Foxx who had the year before the song’s release 

portrayed Charles in the 2004 film Ray. In addition to combining the ‘autosonic’ and ‘allosonic’ 

approaches of musical borrowing18, by choosing to open the song with 15 seconds of quotation, West 

is clearly intending to ‘textually signal’ his use of I Got a Woman. Yet, the creativity of the sample is 

not purely in the referencing of an African-American musical icon and his work. Both the 

interpolation and the sample are rewritten and sliced respectively to change the message of the 

original song for West and Foxx’s own purposes, changing “She gives me money” to “She take my 

money”, “that’s good to me” to “that digs on me”, and chopping the recurring sample so that Charles 

is heard saying “I gotta leave” instead of “I got a woman”.19 20 Almost reaching the status of parody, 

yet maintaining respect for Charles’ work and musical excellence, the song creatively aligns itself 

 
17 Philip Sherburne, “Aphex Twin Speaks on His New Album, Being Sampled by Kanye, More”, Pitchfork Online Magazine, August 25, 2014, 
https://pitchfork.com/news/56459-aphex-twin-speaks-on-his-new-album-being-sampled-by-kanye-more/ 
18 Williams, “Intertextuality, Sampling, and Copyright”, p.208 
19 Kanye West and Jamie Foxx, “Gold Digger”, album Late Registration, producers Kanye West and Jon Brion, CD, (Roc-A-Fella Records, Def Jam 
Recordings, 2005) 
20 Ray Charles, “I Got a Woman”, single I Got a Woman, producer Jerry Wexler, 7-inch single, (Atlantic Records, 1954) 
 

with the expectations of modern Hip-Hop having explicitly declared its use of sampling. The song’s 

unprecedented success for Kanye exemplifies the value of using sampling to one’s advantage, 

without being unimaginative in its use, or abhorrently encroaching on the property of another. 

 The historical context of certain branches of Western music itself provides another interesting 

angle with which to view Hip-Hop and the ethics behind sampling. When one considers the 

controversy, legal issues and occasional disdain surrounding those who sample and borrow in the 

Hip-Hop world, it may be useful to also consider Western approaches to composition from the past. 

The ‘Compositional practice [of much polyphony predating 1300] involved reworking pre-existing 

material in an unconcealed manner, particularly akin to sample-based hip-hop’.21 Consequentially, 

much of the contempt directed towards those who sample can be seen as hypocritical, or at the very 

least, ill-informed. Assuming the majority of Hip-Hop critics consider Western art music to be the 

musical standard for which other genres and compositional approaches should be judged, there 

should be little reason to accost the practice of musical borrowing from a purely ethical standpoint. 

Of course the financial element of the matter must be considered, however with the reworking of 

previous material having been established as being perfectly acceptable throughout musical history, 

any financial gain acquired through musical borrowing would appear to be entirely justifiable and 

fairly earned. Many of the great works of the previous millennium were based on already established 

musical ideas, texts and historical events. Hymn tunes have been reworked countless times, often 

with monetary benefit for their new composer or editor. Of course, sampling is a more specific form 

of musical borrowing in which it is possible to extract exact quotes from a track. Yet, having already 

established that using a sample entirely unaltered is rarely the case, and that the technique has 

unquantifiable creative limits, it naturally follows that the practice is no more undeserving of credit 

and monetary reward than these works of Western art music drawing from existing sources. 

 
21 Williams, “Intertextuality, Sampling, and Copyright”, p.208 
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 While there are those who criticise Hip-Hop for its heavy reliance on sampling, the 

popularity of the genre across the past 40 years is a strong sign that its music is as loved and as 

impactful on society as ever, despite any disputes over its underlying ethics. The rise of stars such as 

Kanye West and Jay Z owes as much to their individual skill and craftsmanship as producers as it 

does to Hip-Hop culture’s fascination and dependence on existing works and their historical and 

cultural meaning. The spirit of Hip-Hop, while originating and blossoming in the United States, has 

become adaptable to any culture that requires an output for expression and communal celebration of 

the self. Adaptability has always been at the heart of Hip-Hop production, with Clyde Stubblefield’s 

drum solo in The Funky Drummer having been sampled so many times, in so many different ways, 

that it is instantly recognisable to any Hip-Hop enthusiast.22 The remarkably different forms that the 

drum solo has taken is a tribute to the versatility of sampling within the Hip-Hop world. Legal battles 

are inevitable in the music industry, and they are not exclusive to the Hip-Hop genre. However, the 

prolific use of sampling makes producers likely targets for legal pursuits. Of course, if not cleared or 

done in any unofficial capacity, the use of samples can and should be challenged, however one 

would hope not to have an entire back catalogue of an artist removed from public consumption, as is 

the case with much of the Hip-Hop group De La Soul’s music, for example.23 Originality, creativity 

and musical excellence can be found throughout Hip-Hop’s colourful history, and the art of 

sampling, while being a crucial foundation for the style, should perhaps be criticised less, and viewed 

with more appreciation than negativity. 

 

 

 

 
22 Katz, Capturing Sound, p.114 
 
23 Finn Cohen, “De La Soul’s Legacy Is Trapped in Digital Limbo”, The New York Times, August 14, 2016, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/14/arts/music/de-la-soul-digital-albums.html 
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Art Imitates Life 
The Interaction between Politics and Music during the Apartheid Era of South Africa 

Lindsay Friday 
  

Politics and music have had a vast quantity of interactions with one another over the past few 

centuries. Within the 20th century, widely-known examples of these interactions can be found 

in the USA and in Europe. Stalin's influence over Shostakovich's compositional style, Hitler 

and Wagner's infamous stances, and the use of jazz to promote America's new non-

discriminatory ideals during the Cold War serve as such. However, as one looks into the 

southern hemisphere, and more specifically into African politics, few examples are 

as popular. By highlighting the different ways in which politics served to influence South 

African music in the mid to late 20th century, an attempt will be made to popularise various 

lesser-known examples, and so further strengthen the view that politics has an influence over 

music. This attempt will be made in three different points, regarding how music can reflect 

sociopolitical movements, how music can be influenced by conflict within and between 

political powers, and how censorship of music for political reasons can alter interpretations of 

music.   

Firstly, music can reflect sociopolitical movements and changes, for example, with 

regard to reformative social movements. The events, and furthermore the after-effects of the 

Soweto Uprising demonstrate the direct challenges which faced the Apartheid government 

and regime in the 1970s, and messages within protest music at the time can show how music 

reflects reformative social movements and ideals, which thus reflects sociopolitical 

movements.  

Secondly, conflict within and between political powers can cause modifications to 

performance conventions, and music can serve as a bargaining tool for reform. The 1980s 

saw different races performing together on one stage as a form of protest against the 

Apartheid regime, and the cultural boycott enacted upon South Africa in the 1970s and 

1980sserved to place pressure upon the Apartheid government for reform. These examples of 

conflict within and between political powers respectively will strengthen the argument 

that political conflict can be reflected within music.   

Lastly, musical censorship can be the result, as well as reflection, of political agendas 

to control which messages are expressed in music and in everyday life. The use of subtle 

and hidden meanings in the lyrics of South African music produced in the 1960s, as well as 

the ban on progressive music from external countries, can serve as examples of the control 

that politics can exert over music.   

Hamm (1995, 6) asserts that "social history is often caught, fixed and interpreted in 

words & music". This signifies that trends, changing customs and morals, and social 

movements are often expressed in both subtle and clear ways in music. While Hamm is 

discussing American popular music and the Tin Pan Alley genre in these statements, his 

statement validates how music can reflect sociopolitical movements and changes. As 

mentioned above, the rise of the Apartheid regime in the mid to late 20th century in South 

Africa, and the music which accompanied resistance to this regime, can serve as evidence for 

these reflections.   

Reformative social movements, a form of sociopolitical movement, can be considered 

in this specific case (DeFronzo and Gill, 2019, 27). Sociopolitical movements aim to spread 

awareness of a particular issue, and these issues can often be reflected in musical works, for 

example, through protest music (Knupp, 1981). As Knupp further states, protest songs aim to 

build solidarity amongst a larger group and often include negative responses to political 

situations as a way to do so. Sociopolitical movements can therefore be reflected in the 

content of the protest music, as well as the intent, or the underlying and subtle messages. The 

following examples can serve to further illustrate the influence that sociopolitical movements 

can have on musical content and intent.  

The relationship between sociopolitical movements and music can be seen through 

the changes that reformative social movements cause. Reformative social movements aim to 

change norms and morals in society (DeFronzo and Gill, 2019, 27). As people come to accept 

or reject these changes in societal and political norms and values, musicians can choose to 

highlight these attempts in protest music. The 1970s in South Africa can serve as a prominent 

example of an attempt to change the norms and morals of society.   

Arguably one of the most influential events of the 1970s anti-Apartheid struggle, the 

Soweto Uprising of June 1976 began a trend of more direct challenges to the Apartheid 

government. The formation of the Bantu Education Act in 1953 severely limited the access to 

education for non-white students. After Afrikaans was made a compulsory medium 

of instruction in 1974 amongst these non-white, non-Afrikaans speaking schools, mass 

mobilisation began to occur. On the 16th of June 1976, thousands of students led a peaceful 

protest against these educational policies. The result of this protest was violent, with armed 

police firing teargas and live ammunition on students. A nation-wide revolt followed.  
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In a musical sense, these political events led to messages within music directly 

challenging the Apartheid regime, instead of continuing with the use of cryptic messages due 

to censorship which had begun in the 1960s. Music began to openly reflect what many 

felt was wrong in South African society. "Soweto Blues", written by Hugh Masekela in 1977 

and performed by Miriam Makeba, shows how music became more direct in its approach to 

political change. Both musicians were prominent in the anti-Apartheid movement, and their 

influence eventually stretched to the international stage. An analysis of "Soweto Blues" 

by Versola (2018, 43) reveals that the song makes use of the Xhosa language as a form of 

protest, as it narrows the target audience of the song to Xhosa-speaking individuals. 

Additionally, the English lyrics provide a description of the events leading up to the Soweto 

Uprising. In the most simplistic sense, the use of different languages for the lyrics and the 

explicit description of events in the song served as a direct challenge to the 

government. Masekela and Makeba's international influence allowed the details of 

the Soweto Uprising to spread across the globe. It can thus be seen that mass-disseminated 

music which contains political reflections allows for sociopolitical ideas to be 

disseminated and considered by a large number of people. One can thus discover that 

sociopolitical movements can be reflected in and have an influence over the content of the 

protest music.   

The second way in which politics can be reflected in music regards conflict both 

within and between political powers. Firstly, conflict within a political power and the nation 

it governs can be seen in the prominent presence of white, mixed race and black musicians on 

the South African stage in the 1980s. This multi-racial representation served as a form of 

resistance. Resistance in the 1980s was characterised by mass action and violence. 

Mass multi-racial mobilisation, alongside a multitude of resistant acts, became 

reflected in musical events. Perhaps one of the most prominent examples of 

such mobilisation would be the Concert in the Park. This concert, held at Ellis Stadium in 

Johannesburg in 1985, featured the music of white, mixed race and black South African 

musicians. With a hundred thousand audience members in attendance, the music could 

perhaps reach an even larger audience than many political figures could (Durbach, 2016). 

The forefront of the Apartheid resistance thus became populated by musicians in an effort to 

continue to educate the masses. The political conflict within the South African 

nation, mobilisation, and the resistance to segregation policies were all reflected in the 

representation of multiple races on the musical stage.   

  

Additionally, conflict between political powers can be reflected in the way that 

culture, and for the sake of this essay, in the way that music was used as a bargaining tool for 

governmental reform. The Cultural Boycott enacted upon South Africa, passed by the United 

Nations in 1980, placed a ban on South African cultural and academic product. The boycott 

resulted in a rise in the number of international musicians protesting against the Apartheid 

regime. Movements in support of the anti-Apartheid plight were founded and grew in 

popularity within America (Beaubien, 1982, 6). "Artists United Against Apartheid" was 

founded in 1985, eventually producing "Sun City". Artists such as Bruce Springsteen, Miles 

Davis and Bob Dylan collaborated on the album, thus directly opposing the Apartheid regime 

on an international scale (Mackin, 2015). With this direct opposition being communicated 

globally, the anti-Apartheid struggle became widely broadcasted and placed a large amount 

of pressure on the South African government for reforms. By observing how conflict within 

and between political powers has led to mass mobilisation, one can also observe how 

this mobilisation has influenced the content of music, as well as the intent of the 

music. Therefore, it can be concluded that political conflict can cause alterations in music.    

The third point to discuss with regards to the influence politics has over music, is 

perhaps the most direct influence. Censorship of music for political reasons can influence 

how music is consumed and perceived. An attempt to control the content of music, and to 

control which music was consumed, became a focus of the Apartheid government in 

the 1960s and 1970s. As the Apartheid regime became even stricter, laws such as the 

Native Labour Act on Settlement of Disputes, which prevented the black population from 

striking from 1954 onwards, as well as the previously discussed Bantu Education Act of 

1953, allowed the government more control and the ability to further repress all non-

white South Africans (South African History Online, 2011). The Sharpeville Massacre of 

March 1960, in which an unarmed crowd of protesters were attacked by police, lead to the 

death of 69 protesters and the non-fatal injury of almost 200 protesters. After the event, 

musicians sought to express their grief and fear through their music but had to do so in 

cryptic and subtle ways, due to the censorship laws that were in place. Jazz exile laws were 

also a feature at this time, and many jazz musicians were banned from South Africa, among 

these being the aforementioned Hugh Masekela and Miriam Makeba. If the Apartheid 

authorities suspected that a song had the slightest potential to be subversive, it would be 

banned across the country. To counteract this, artists began to fill their songs with metaphors. 

Johnny Clegg and Sipho Mchunu of Juluka, for example, filled their album 'Universal Men' 

with features of metaphors that referred to traditional Zulu culture (Schumann, 2008, 26). 
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Live performances allowed artists to shift the meanings of their lyrics, which they could not 

do on record in fear of being caught out, banned, and targeted (2008, 27).   

Progressive musicians such as Stevie Wonder, as well as the aforementioned artists 

who collaborated on the "Sun City" album, were banned in South Africa. Stevie Wonder's 

open support of Nelson Mandela, and the open resistance to the Apartheid regime that was 

expressed in "Sun City" generated international attention to Apartheid resistance, 

although censored within South Africa in hopes of avoiding further resistance (Book, 2015). 

The government attempted to control how music was consumed, as well as how it was 

perceived. However, one factor remained without restriction: the government could 

not control how music was interpreted. In this way, music was and still remains a strong 

resistance tool in many political situations.    

Politics can influence music in many ways. Through the multitude of situations this 

can be observed in, a strong relationship can be observed between the two factors. With 

sociopolitical movements being reflected in music, political conflict causing music to be a 

resistance and bargaining tool, and censorship leading to control over how music is 

consumed, this relationship cannot be denied. By exploring examples from the Apartheid 

regime in South Africa, this relationship could be explored and understood at a deeper level.   
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modernity – which Megan Butcher writes about. Sometimes, it might not even 
have to refer to a specific locality, as Megan Clark proves via her examination of 
Google Maps and what it means for the world. Above all, we hope this collection 
will provide you with some insight and knowledge, and a better appreciation of 
politics’ role at the confluence of the social sciences.
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Gender and Violence: Examining the extent to which gender-based violence in South Africa can be 

understood in structural terms

Lou Mines

‘As long as the nation refuses to acknowledge the equal role of more than half of itself, it is doomed to     

failure... We must eradicate this violence against women.’ (Mandela, 1996)

Introduction

At the end of apartheid in 1994, South Africa amazed the world with the extent to which the new democratic 

constitution recognised women’s rights and enshrined gender equality into law (Albertyn, 2017: 47). Sadly, 

the lived experiences of women in South Africa tell a different story, as reportedly 1 in 3 women are raped in 

their lifetimes (Moffet, 2008: 155). Sexual and gender-based violence (GBV hereafter) ‘refers to any act that is 

perpetrated against a person’s will and is based on gender norms and unequal power relationships’ (UNHCR, 

2020). While it is important to note that men and boys also fall victim to GBV (Djamba and Kimuna, 2015: 

xii), for reasons of space, this essay limits its analysis to male-female accounts. I argue that the pervasiveness 

of GBV in South Africa logically points to causes found in dysfunctional structures, but that whilst this can be 

considered the major element, limiting the causes to this alone both runs the risk of victimising the perpetra-

tors and  leaving the voices of survivors and victims’ unheard (du Toit, 2014: 106).

To extrapolate this argument, I begin by evidencing that GBV in South Africa is widespread and grossly un-

derreported. I argue that societal myths and institutional failures perpetuate this problem and result in GBV 

being considered a low risk crime. I argue further that political elites have failed to secure gender justice and 

facilitate a constructive public debate around GBV, as illustrated in the controversial rape trial of Jacob Zuma. 

I subsequently draw from the concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ (Carrigan et al., 1985) to aid a structural 

understanding of the social norms and expectations that incite men to commit GBV. The concept brings sig-

nificant understanding when examined alongside the interrelated changes of femininity and the historical and 

economic context of post-apartheid South Africa, but, in this critical discussion, racial and classed prejudices 

found in the literature are challenged. I end by arguing that structural causes of GBV must also acknowledge 

the private unequal power relations found between the perpetrator/s and victim. Adopting the concept of ‘on-

tological violence’ (du Toit, 2014) in tandem with hegemonic masculinities, gives space for women’s voices 

and experiences to be heard, which is a necessary factor in seeing the prevalence of, and social complicity in 

GBV end.

Gender-Based Violence: A Low Risk Crime

Contrary to the constitutional achievements of gender equality in South Africa, sexual violence is a common 

experience for women. According to the South African Police Service (SAPS) (2019) 52,420 cases of sexual 

violence were reported between 2018 and 2019, of which 41,583 were cases of rape. Yet these crime statistics 

are widely believed to reveal only a fraction of the true numbers. As little as 3% of cases of rape are predicted 

to be reported, which could mean the real figure stands at approximately 500,000 perpetrations of rape per 

year (Flint, 2011: 56). 

Barriers to reporting this ‘highly gendered crime’ (du Toit, 2014: 102) reveal problematic societal myths and 

institutional failings that stand to prevent women from obtaining justice. For example (note this is not an ex-

haustive list): intimate partner violence may be accepted in the belief that husbands cannot rape their wives; 

in the case of transactional relationships, where usually older men give younger women money and gifts in 

exchange for sex, violent intercourse might be normalised; victims may fear revenge from perpetrators for 

reporting; due to corrupt and under-resourced police services, it is known that some cases of rape are dropped 

in exchange for bribes while others are simply poorly managed; and, finally, women could be re-traumatised 

by retelling their stories – perpetuated through a fear of ‘secondary victimisation’ by unsupportive or unbeliev-

ing family members, police officers, courts and the public (de Wet, 2015; Jewkes and Abrahams, 2002: 1232; 

Claassens and Gouws, 2014: 472/485; Basdeo, 2018: 118).

The prevalence of sexual violence is also evidenced by Jewkes et al. (2010: 23), who found in an anonymous 

study (N=1686) that a quarter of men admitted to rape. Of these men, one third got away with no consequenc-

es, including no feelings of guilt, and only 1 in 8 were imprisoned for their crime. It must be noted that this 

study was conducted in just two provinces of South Africa, and therefore generalisation across the whole 

country must be cautioned. Nevertheless, the widespread underreporting and lack of consequences for offend-

ers give rise to the societal belief that rape is a low risk crime. 

The Failings of the Political Elites:

Women’s rights have been continuingly contested by the representation and discourse of political elites in 

post-apartheid South Africa. Factions within the African National Congress (ANC) were present (and perhaps 

defined) in the anti-apartheid struggle that represented differing ideas on gender equality (Suttner, 2005: 102). 

While some members of the ANC support traditional African cultures and ascribe to a patriarchal division 

of gender roles, others support more westernised, liberal ideas of equal rights (Suttner, 2005: 102). Former 
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president Thabo Mbeki, representing liberal values, upset conservative ANC supporters by pursuing a quota 

for women representatives in parliament (Robins, 2008: 417). However, the progressive laws concerning gen-

der equality only represent a minority of privileged middle-class citizens, and those who do not benefit feel 

alienated (Robins, 2008: 412). Despite Mbeki’s pro-women stance, public discussions regarding GBV under 

his leadership were squashed for fear of racist assumptions being conflated with the issue (Hassim, 2009: 68). 

Indeed, some activists view female parliamentary representation to be a ‘smokescreen’ hiding the lived experi-

ences of women, and argue it only serves to benefit a small number of already privileged women (Gqola, 2007: 

117). The country’s growing wealth inequalities saw Mbeki’s popularity wane, which left space for Zuma to 

rise to power by representing the ‘ordinary man’ and appealing to traditional members of the ANC (Morrell 

et al., 2012: 17).

The split between liberal ANC members, (as well as NGOs, the media and social activists), and those who 

hold conservative and traditional views came to a volatile collision during the rape trial of Jacob Zuma in 2006 

(Robins, 2008: 427). Theatrical-style protests outside the courtrooms by both sides brought the previously 

squashed ‘private’ matter of GBV into public debate (Hassim, 2009: 59). However, the pro-Zuma protestors 

(including many women), shocked onlookers with their signs proclaiming, ‘burn the bitch’ and singing mili-

tarised, phallic songs such as, ‘bring me my machine gun’ (Graaff and Heinecken, 2017: 626). By endorsing 

these protests in his support, Zuma permitted the secondary victimisation of the accuser (Kwezi) and used his 

‘patriarchal privilege’ to attain acquittal (Claasens and Glouws, 2014: 486). 

Zuma played on a cultural defence to claim the sexual intercourse with Kwezi was consensual. For example, 

he claimed according to his culture, that he did not wear a condom and that it would have been wrong to leave 

a woman aroused without having sex with her (Claasens and Glouws, 2014: 483). Critics of the ruling rightly 

argue that the judge accepted Zuma’s cultural defence without challenging the universal patriarchal nature of 

Zuma’s claims and actions (Claasens and Glouws, 2014: 485). On the one hand it could be argued that the 

(white) judge, being sensitive to post-apartheid racial relations, did not want to condemn African ‘culture’. But 

more convincing is the assessment that the ruling revealed the judge’s colonial and racist assumptions, which 

accepted Zuma’s cultural defence without question (Robbins, 2008: 416), thus, ignoring claims made by many 

that Zuma misrepresented much of African culture (Claasens and Glouws, 2014: 483; Hassim, 2009: 72).

Hegemonic Masculinity

It is helpful now to turn to the concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ to both frame an understanding of the polit-

ical failings discussed above, and to aid a critical analysis of cultural, economic and historical structures that 

provide reasons for GBV. 

Hegemonic masculinity refers to a representation of masculinity that subjugates women and assumes superi-

ority over alternative forms of masculinity that do not share in its oppressive ideology (Carrigan et al., 1985: 

587; Connell, 2016: 303). Zuma’s cultural defence is illustrative of such hegemonic ideas. From the under-

standing that gender is socially constructed, there is a growing belief that violence against women stems from 

problematic masculinities shaped by social norms and expectations (Graaff and Heinecken, 2017: 632). In 

traditional African cultures for example, the lobolo (bride price) and practice of polygamy strongly suggests 

that women are their husband’s property and have little control over sex (Ackermann and de Klerk, 2002: 169; 

Graaff and Heinecken, 2017: 627). One recent study found that adolescent males largely believed they were 

entitled to rape girls who denied them sex (Lankster, 2019: 132). Notably, this was a small study conducted 

in just three schools and the racial demographics of the group are unspecified. But as it makes no mention of 

these patriarchal myths differing across cultures, readers can conclude that problematic masculinities are com-

monly found. Examples of ‘corrective rape’ (Flint, 2011: 64), whereby men target lesbian women to punish 

their homosexuality, is another demonstration of perpetrators reacting against a sense of threatened hegemonic 

masculinity. 

Drawing on observations from patriarchal theory, it is posited that hegemonic masculinity can span across cul-

tural lines, which allows the structural framing of GBV to not be restricted by race or socio-economic status. 

After all, as rape is prevalent around the world, it is inaccurate to conflate cultures of rape with African culture 

(Armstrong, 1994: 36). However, in practice, the application of this concept has revealed academic prejudices. 

Post-colonialism critiques hegemonic masculinity for being theorised mainly in global North scholarship – 

which has resulted in African cultures being labelled with negative hegemonies without acknowledgment of 

the impact of colonialism, apartheid and global capitalism (Ratele, 2014: 39-40). Morrell and Swart also ar-

gue that hegemonic masculinity must be conceptualised in specific contexts and histories to avoid essentialist 

generalisations being imposed on marginalised groups (2005: 90). This critique is supported by intersectional 

scholarship that argues issues such as gender, race and class must be considered synchronously to aid accurate 

and holistic analysis of the phenomenon of GBV in South Africa (Morrell et al., 2013: 15). In response, Con-

nell (2016: 305) rightly calls for greater inclusion of global South academia in building upon and strengthen-

ing the concept of hegemonic masculinities in order to include context specific understandings. 

Furthermore, it must be noted that structural explanations of GBV that focus solely on masculinities are lim-

ited if they do not also examine the changing nature of femininity post-apartheid (Buiten and Naidoo, 2016: 

540). Considering the changes of the economic statuses of women and family structures since colonialism and 

apartheid, is helpful here. Notably, Afrikaner hegemonic masculinity before and during apartheid celebrated 



204 205

caring and home-based roles for white women, and marginalised black domestic workers (Britton, 2006: 148). 

Since then, the strengthening of all women’s rights after apartheid, regarding owning property, maternity leave 

and contraception for example, has challenged traditional gender roles and aided women’s independence 

(Morrell et al., 2012: 14-6; Hunter, 2010: 142). Plus, the South African post-apartheid media often portrays 

a liberal feminism that promotes economic independence and the sexual freedom of women (Hunter, 2010: 

133). 

Independent and economically privileged women, however, are not safe from GBV. Disturbingly, de Wet 

(2015: 51) found that employed women are more vulnerable to mortality at the hands of their partners, where-

as unemployed women are more at risk of intimate partner violence. Although privileged women have made 

gains, for the most part, poor (often black) women find they are persistently economically vulnerable. For 

example, the poorest households in South Africa are headed by single mothers – a demographic that has risen 

post-apartheid (Morrell et al., 2012: 14). Economically vulnerable women are at risk of engaging with trans-

actional relationships and street sex work which places them at greater risk of GBV, not to mention increased 

risk of contracting HIV (Akerman and de Klerk, 2002: 168). (Space unfortunately limits further exploration 

of the unjust linkages found between GBV and HIV/AIDS in South Africa, but see for example Flint, 2011).

Yet the changes in family structures and in the economic status of women do not alone provide an adequate 

explanation for why rape is widespread in South Africa. According to some theorists, men experiencing pov-

erty and marginalisation – due to the legacy of apartheid and global capitalism – are more likely to perpetrate 

GBV as they are disempowered from performing socially expected masculinities (Hunter, 2010: 635). For 

example, men feel emasculated if they cannot pay lobolo or if their wives are the main providers for their 

families (Graaff and Heinecken, 2017: 177). This suggests that both women’s independence and dependence 

on men can threaten hegemonic masculinity, which is why it is important to frame economic and historical 

understandings of rape alongside unequal gender relations (du Toit, 2014: 109).  

Throughout colonialism and apartheid, whites commonly assaulted African masculinity by calling black 

men ‘boys’ (Suttner, 2005: 72). The oppressive structures that dispersed communities and tore families apart 

through segregation and townships (Armstrong, 1994:38; Flint, 2011: 66) also normalised violence, which, 

some psycho-social theorists explain, has caused cycles of trauma and family breakdown, paving the way for 

extensive GBV (Britton, 2006: 148; Graaff and Heinecken, 2017: 629; Mathews et al., 2015: 121). However, 

while this provides some plausible explanation, it is important not to make simplistic assertions that only poor, 

historically oppressed men rape. This can slip into misleading theories that oppression has caused a ‘crisis of 

masculinity’; this both assumes that masculinity was stable at some point, and fails to account for women’s 

experiences of similar repression (Buiten and Naidoo, 2016: 540). Jewkes et al. (2010: 29) found that men 

from all social groups and incomes had committed rape and their motivations mainly stemmed from the need 

to assert sexual authority over their victims. Focusing on rape committed by poor men can assume racial bi-

ases and allows elite rape, particularly by white men, to go unchallenged or unexplained (du Toit, 2014: 111). 

I have so far argued in this essay that structural accounts of the prevalence of GBV in South Africa only offer 

a valuable contribution if racial and classed biases are challenged and explored. With help from understanding 

hegemonic masculinities, gaps are filled where political, cultural, historical and economic understandings of 

GBV ‘do not address the asymmetries of power in the private sphere, nor do they grasp the multiplicities of 

ways in which sexual and gender relations and identities are upheld, contested and negotiated by individuals 

in their personal relationship’ (Hassim, 2009: 61). 

Ontological Violence: Holding Perpetrators Accountable

To end I commend du Toit’s (2014: 120) theory of ‘Ontological Violence’ for successfully incorporating the 

concept of hegemonic masculinities in understanding why men rape, with the world-shattering impact this has 

on the victim: ‘the new world of the perpetrator is built on the ruins of the victims world’. Naidoo (2013: 210) 

explains that victims carry unprecedented psychological and physical trauma including shock, self-blame, de-

pression, mood swings, anger, guilt and withdrawal or hypervigilance. Ontological violence gives a powerful 

voice to the victims of GBV and adds an important nuance to my argument. High levels of rape and evidential 

unequal gender relations indeed suggest strong grounds for understanding GBV in structural terms, however 

structural reasons can wrongly assume it is inevitable that men rape. For the sake of the victims, the respon-

sibility must also be held by individual perpetrators (du Toit, 2014: 121). du Toit further rightly argues that 

given the low risk nature of rape, men have an open opportunity to perform their socially expected and violent 

hegemonic masculinity over women – the small risk of being criminalised only serves to add an additional 

thrill and feeling of danger (2014: 119).  

Admittedly, the philosophical notion of ontological violence may not solve the problems on the ground, as 

there is a lot of progress to be made to increase the criminalisation and end the social complicity of GBV. 

Progress will only be made when women can claim ownership of public spaces, instead of being told not to 

go out on their own or shamed for wearing short skirts (Jewkes and Abrahams, 2002: 1240; Gqola, 2007: 121; 

Thornberry, 2018: 304). It is also this narrative that ignores the prevalence of GBV within the home (Basdeo, 

2018: 115). With Cyril Ramaphosa, now President following the resignation of Zuma in 2018, the political 

discourse seems to have turned to reflect Mandela’s exemplary leadership in and call for South Africa to 

realise equitable gender values: ‘the right to gender equality promised by our Constitution is rendered mean-
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ingless unless the state and all social actors fulfil their obligation to put instruments in place to support the 

advancement of this right’ (Ramaphosa, 2018). Therefore, a stronger social definition of GBV that holds all 

perpetrators accountable and condemns intimate partner violence is vital to building a safe lived experience 

for women in South Africa. 

Conclusion

GBV, as evidenced by the studies referenced above, is undoubtably endemic in South Africa and caused by 

a socially constructed and normalised asymmetry of gender relations. The structural understandings I have 

offered in this essay have been critically evaluated to call out racial and classed assumptions held by political 

elites, researchers and wider society. More needs to be done to evidence, and provide explanation for, the ex-

tent of elite and white GBV. Nevertheless, by employing the concept of hegemonic masculinities, I argue that 

a nuanced and careful understand of cultural, historic and economic structures found in South Africa specifi-

cally, provides an insight into how and why problematic masculinities manifest through the violent assertion 

of sexual and physical authority over women. Most importantly, as argued by du Toit, listening to the voices 

of women who have experienced GBV lends a crucial insight to the disastrous physical and psychological 

consequences of rape. This serves as a reminder to halt structural understandings of GBV before perpetrators 

find sympathy. To end GBV in South Africa women must be allowed to denounce patriarchal myths, reclaim 

public spaces for themselves, and assume equal positions of power within their own homes. 
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The Peace Communities of Colombia and the Role of Localised Peacebuilding in Expanding Positive 

Peace

Mae Kirkpatrick

Introduction  

The Colombian conflict is known for being the longest lasting conflict in the western hemisphere, having last-

ed sixty years and killing 8 million of Colombia’s population (Alexander, 2016). Although various actors have 

attempted to engage the country in peacebuilding processes through differing means, one of the most unique 

and powerful tools that emerged throughout the conflict was the local peace communities of Colombia. The 

Colombian conflict began in the 1960s between the state’s military forces and left wing guerrilla groups, the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and the National Liberation Army (ELM) – with the right 

wing paramilitary group the United Self-Defence Forces of Colombia (AUC) joining the fight in the 1980s 

(Wegner, 2017: 24). The widespread violence and human rights violations that took place is what Mouly et al. 

(2015: 55) believed made communities “overcome the fear threshold from passive acceptance of violence to 

clear resistance to it”, and thus became agents in establishing their own peaceful environment through neutral 

zones of peace. Throughout the conflict, approximately 50 zones of peace, otherwise known as peace com-

munities, were established across the country (Alther, 2006: 282). They were used as a tool of civil resistance 

against the violence being faced daily by civilians, while also providing needed healthcare, education, food, 

and protection of crops to provide an economic livelihood that was not being provided by the government 

(Naucke, 2017: 457). 

This research paper will analyse the significance of these peace communities in their success in peacebuilding 

throughout the conflict, particularly considering success as not only providing negative peace – defined by 

Galtung as simply the absence of violence - and instead looking at positive peace – defined as “the integration 

of human society”, such as improving on structural issues that arise from conflict (Galtung, 1964: 2). In order 

to consider such a broad issue of how peace communities provide positive peace in Colombia, this research 

project will focus closely on the peace community of San José, and will outline the five particular areas that 

allow for the success of San José in remaining a powerful actor in peacebuilding, being, external support; a 

unified, independent form of governance; neutrality and non-cooperation; self-protection and avoidance of 

threats; and self-sufficiency in terms of economic independence and food security. The research project will 

first define and outline theories that are vital to understanding the importance of peace communities, such as 

hybridity and the localisation of peacebuilding; followed by an brief history of how San José came to be as 

one of the largest peace communities in Colombia; before going into the main empirical research which will 

https://www.unhcr.org/sexual-and-gender-based-violence.html
https://www.unhcr.org/sexual-and-gender-based-violence.html


210 211

be separated into the five areas of success of peace communities mentioned above. 

Theories of Peacebuilding 

Peacebuilding theory was pioneered by Johan Galtung in the mid-1970s, with a focus on the importance in 

establishing positive peace, as defined above, as opposed to simply ending conflict in terms of ending physical 

violence (Galtung, 1975). From this, peacebuilding divided into two main approaches: liberal peacebuilding, 

which is based on norms from the Global North of what constitutes good governance, and communitarian 

peacebuilding which prioritises the local traditions (Donais, 2012: 5). While liberal peacebuilding theory has 

since dominated the literature, this research paper takes the communitarian view, following academics such 

as Mac Ginty and Richmond who criticise the liberal view (Mac Ginty, 2011: 117; Richmond, 2005). The 

critics of liberal peacebuilding theory have argued that its “one-size-fits-all” model has been designed to ex-

ploit the impoverish communities it was created to help, while only benefitting the economies of the Global 

North (Pugh, 2005: 25). Additionally, many liberal peacebuilding initiatives have failed due to the external 

actors viewing the local conflict as “unimportant, unfamiliar, and unmanageable”, an issue that could be eas-

ily adapted with local initiatives (Autesserre, 2010: 11). One approach to amend these issues, and towards a 

more communitarian view of peacebuilding has been moving towards localisation of peacebuilding, a theory 

supported through the success of the local peace communities in both Colombia and other states faced by 

conflict (Mitchell, 2007; Hancock, 2017). Localisation of peacebuilding is argued to be successful as through 

allowing for full participation of community members, and providing agency for those most effected by war 

and conflict, psychosocial needs are satisfied, and peacebuilding is allowed to become flexible for the envi-

ronment in which it is attempted to be adopted. (Hancock, 2017: 264, 268). Furthermore, peacebuilding is 

argued to also become sustainable when it is “rooted in the local people and their culture” (Lederach, 1997: 

94). Ultimately, theories around localising the peacebuilding process has focused on a combination of local 

and international influence, or a “hybrid” peace, in which the society in question has the capacity to establish 

social institutions and pioneer decision making, with international actors supporting the protection of a space 

where this can flourish (Leonardsson and Rudd, 2015: 831). For far too long, civilians and local populations 

in conflict are viewed only as passive victims of war, contributing to the disempowerment of vulnerable popu-

lations, as opposed to viewing the local as key agents who have “repeatedly proven their capability to distance 

themselves from a war that is not theirs and take action to fulfil their right to live in a peaceful environment” 

(García-Duran, 2009), as will be demonstrated throughout this research paper. 

Background of San José Peace Community 

During 1980s, groups began fighting for control over the region of San José – an indigenous municipality on 

the Caribbean coast – and various human rights violations took place against the population as a result of this. 

Alther (2006: 287) argued that peace communities often come about as a result of traumatic events, and in 

the case of San Jose the creation of the peace community was triggered following two massacres and four as-

sassinations of directors of the local cooperative, with paramilitaries threatening further killings (Gray, 2012: 

49). San José called on international NGOs and the Catholic church to support self-protection strategies for 

the community, and in 1997, 1500 villagers came together to establish the Community of Peace of San José 

de Apartadò (Wegner, 2017: 24). Although a significant number, the original community was made up of 3000 

members, demonstrating that throughout the conflict approximately 1500 members of the original community 

had been displaced, had disappeared or had been killed (Gray, 2012: 49). The community was defined as “a 

non-combatant rural farmer civilian population” (Sánchez-Garzoli, 2010: 2) and has become one of the most 

well-known communities of peace that was established during the conflict. The well-known nature of this 

particular peace community is the reason for which this research will use San Jose as a main case study, as 

the empirical evidence and academic literature that has been done to base the analysis on is widespread. The 

main goals of the peace community were established “to improve in the living conditions of the population 

and create local solutions to the root causes of the Colombian conflict”  (Naucke, 2017: 463), thus from the 

start focusing on peacebuilding through positive peace as opposed to simply attempting to end the conflict all 

together. 

External Support 

One of the main factors that academics argue is responsible for the success of peace communities in peace 

building is the role of NGOs and other organisations in providing external support for the communities. Suarez 

and Black (2014: 3) argue that often liberal peacebuilding theories only encourage “a false dichotomy between 

saviours […] and victims”, with saviours being seen as the external actors and NGOs and the victims the in-

ternal actors and civilians. In reality, as seen in the peacebuilding framework of the peace community, through 

integrating the role of NGOs and external actors in supporting the community, with the local community 

members leading, the peacebuilding process becomes consolidated in a more sustainable way. This has been 

defined by Roger Mac Ginty as “hybrid peacebuilding”, in which top-down and bottom-up forces are able 

to coordinate for more effective peacebuilding, as locals understand needs and the environment better, while 

international NGOs have the resources to support the process (2012: 4). San José was able to be established in 

1997 with both legal and financial assistance from the Catholic Church, and the NGOs such as the Jesuit Cen-

tro de Investigación and Educación Popular (Center for Research and Popular Education—CINEP) and the 

Comisión Intereclesial de Justicia y Paz (Inter-Church Commission for Justice and Peace—Justice and Peace) 

(Gray, 2012: 48). This initial support was vital in not only establishing legitimacy for the community, but also 
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for providing food, medical assistance, emergency supplies, and workshops encouraging cooperation within 

the community and legal and conflict-based topics. Alongside its main external supporters, San José also gar-

nered support from CINEP, Justice for Peace, Oxfam, the Red Cross, the British Department of International 

Development, the Dutch Parliament, Medicins sans Frontiers, and the Catholic organization Paz Christi (Gray, 

2012: 49). The specific role that external actors play in supporting peace communities such as San José are 

varied across areas such as protection, education, and economics, and thus the empirical evidence supporting 

this has also been integrated into the future paragraphs where it has overlapped.

Unified independent governance

The second factor behind the success of the peace community of San José is its ability to remain unified and 

have strong, coordinated policies and principals, allowing it to become an almost completely independently 

governed entity. Hancock (2017: 261) argues that in order for peacebuilding to be successful within a peace 

community, there needs to be significant level of internal unity, along with “support for a shared mission, 

direction and goals” towards peace, of which all members willingly abide by as upheld by a core leadership 

group. The importance that is often placed on universal participation by members is argued by Mansbridge 

(2003: 233) to slow decision making, yet the sense of agency which results from this level of encouraged 

participation is what is seen to have allowed many peace communities to survive to the degree they have 

(Hancock, 2017: 262). Within the San José peace community, they have followed three main principles, being: 

“(1) Legal and illegal armed actors must respect the status of the Peace Community inhabitants as 

members of the civil population and not violate constitutionally guaranteed citizen rights, human 

rights or International Humanitarian Law (CdP San José de Apartadó 1997, Art. 2). (2) Legal and 

illegal armed actors must refrain from threatening inhabitants of the Peace Community in order to 

displace them from their land. (3) The community demands justice for crimes committed against its 

members, whether perpetrated by guerrillas, paramilitary groups or the public forces of the Colombian 

state (Hernández Delgado 2004: 384)” (Naucke, 2017: 461)

Alongside these written principles, San José is governed by a leadership council consisting of elected mem-

bers within the community, members of a national NGO, and representatives from the Catholic Church, with 

the local community members having the greatest degree of control (Gray, 2012: 50). Furthermore, Alther 

argues that a shared cultural identity is often a common characteristic of peace communities, acting to aid 

in strengthening their communal nature, and within San José this is seen in the “necessity to join together to 

survive and progress” (Alther, 2006: 288). In other peace communities, the cultural identity is often clearer 

as they have struggled with identity-related persecution, as seen in the Afro-descendants in the the Congal 

community, and the Indigenous Guard (Alther, 2006: 288). The community also has structures in place in case 

of internal issues, as community members have in the past been expelled following a breaking of rules such 

as non-participation or aiding any of the armed groups in the conflict (Naucke, 2017: 462). As a result of this 

organised framework of rules and strong communal identity believing in the right to live in peace, communi-

ties such as San José have been able to react quickly in emergencies, with NGOs aiding in supporting com-

munity organisation through workshops that focus on non-political community topics such as culture, youth, 

gender and ecology (Alther, 2006: 289).  This determination to survive peacefully in their own community, 

alongside an understanding of the needs of the community that result in their willingness to participate fully 

demonstrates thus why local processes such as these are often far more successful and sustainable than those 

imposed forcefully by foreign actors. 

Neutrality and Non-cooperation 

A key method used by peace communities that is vital to their mission and also aids in self-protection is 

maintaining neutrality in the conflict, and a passivist approach through non-cooperation with violent actors 

(Mitchell and Ramírez, 2009: 248). Many theories such as within Alther’s analysis of peace communities fol-

low the belief that non-cooperation is important in maintaining peace and even creating change in the conflict, 

as “leaders derive power from the consent of their followers” (2006: 280). Methods of non-cooperation can be 

highly passive, such as in Sonson where armed actors are approached by community members with slogans 

such as “we love you like brothers; we respect you as armed actors; but we do not want your violent actions in 

our local territories” (Mitchell and Ramírez ,2009: 263). Alternative methods have been through having Co-

lombian courts and international judicial bodies legitimise claims to land and recognise human rights claims 

(Gray, 2012: 44-45). In San José, the areas is demarcated with signs and fencing which prohibit armed groups 

– legal or illegal – from trespassing, with the goal to indicate the non-violent nature of the community, along 

with a ban on members of the community from carrying weapons such as arms, ammunitions or explosives. 

(Wegner, 2017: 24). Its neutrality has further been enforced to the extent in which even police forces are not 

permitted within the region, therefore making the peace community somewhat autonomous and self-adminis-

trative (Sánchez-Garzoli, 2010: 7). Shops within the community also uphold a principle of “refusing to give or 

sell survival goods or property to armed groups” (Masullo, 2015: 67). Initially, peace research viewed zones 

of peace as primarily neutral areas declared “off-limits” to armed groups within a conflict in order to establish 

small areas of negative peace for community members, while more recent research has focused on aspects, 
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such as those discussed throughout this research paper, that focus on creating positive peace in allowing for 

local development (Mitchell and Ramírez, 2009: 259). In practice, this empirical evidence has demonstrated 

that peace communities such as San José work well in integrating both goals through protecting the commu-

nity from the violence for those who want sanctuary and stability, with neutrality only being the first step in 

achieving this, and specific policies of threat-avoidance for the community following.

Self-protection and avoidance of threats 

Often peace communities are able to protect themselves following the Civilian Self-Protection Framework 

(CSP), a theory developed by Baines and Paddon (2012) including remaining neutral, as discussed above; 

using various methods to avoid threats; and becoming self-sufficient, as will be discussed in the following 

paragraph. The community of San José became highly adapt at avoiding threats after a forced occupation by 

the government in 2005, creating proactive strategies such as staying in groups, keeping track of areas where 

violent actors are present, alerting each other of danger with whistles, and gathering each morning to ensure 

all members are still present (Alther, 2006: 283). The community further expands the protection beyond its 

own zones through its “humanitarian zones” in surrounding hamlets, which each have committee coordina-

tors and communication systems to allow a swift dissemination of information of threats (Wegner, 2017: 25; 

Sánchez-Garzoli, 2010). NGOs also play a significant role in protecting communities from the constant threats 

of war that threaten their safety and degree of negative peace. This is done through mechanisms as simple as 

acting as an international presence to deter militarized actors from violating human rights and raising the pub-

lic profile of the community, to aiding in communication both nationally between various peace communities, 

and internationally to encourage international reaction (Alther, 2006: 288). Additionally, NGOs often create 

safe spaces within communities that encourage discussion on safety and procedures of protection (Alther, 

2006: 289). The main limitation of NGOs role in protecting peace communities is that unlike San José, the 

majority of peace communities across Colombia do not have NGOs permanently stationed in the community, 

and thus face threats to safety once again when NGOs are no longer present (Alther, 2006: 288). 

Self-sufficiency (economic independence and food security) 

In order to continue to avoid threats from the violent actors in the conflict, peace communities need to estab-

lish a degree of self-sufficiency in order to allow members economic independence and food security and to 

deter displacement and members turning to armed groups. As discussed above, there is a clear link in conflict 

between humanitarian aims and development, as in order for the community to gain positive peace and be 

protected from structural violence, there needs to be access to healthcare, nutrition and adequate amounts of 

food (Alther, 2006: 289). In San José, individual farmers are often targeted by armed groups for land, and 

thus the community has groups of between 100-200 civilians communally cultivate crops as to avoid being 

targets of armed groups (Sánchez-Garzoli, 2010: 6). Additionally, through creating alliances with NGOs, the 

community has independent groups monitoring human rights abuses and the security situation and assist in 

spread of information – such as between other peace communities in the country as a method to continue to 

encourage self-sustainability between the communities (Masullo, 2015: 69). Their integration with civil soci-

ety organisations have allowed the increase in skills such as education of members on human rights and how 

to address threats to security, epitomised in the first and only university ever established within a Peace Com-

munity, which educates on “non-violent principles and philosophy of peace that sustain them” (Wegner, 2017: 

26). Alongside cultivating crops for food security, the community creates economic independence through 

the export of cacao and bananas, which is supported by NGOs in providing access to fair trade markets and 

funding projects that provide new income streams, such as training for restoring local water sources, and us-

ing fermented soy and yogurt in producing fertiliser (Gray, 2012: 49). Cacao production has been especially 

successful, with the community now having a total of 175 hectares of cacao crops, with 50 tonnes being sold 

to United Kingdom and Germany, therefore creating profits to help fund community needs, such as educa-

tion, training and infrastructure (Peace Brigades International, 2017). In San José labour is also communal, 

making them able to construct a health centre, schools, infrastructure, and community radio station, and food 

for the community dining room such as rice, corn, sugarcane, and fish from communal fish tanks (Naucke, 

2017: 464). This active communal participation has allowed San José to be so self-sufficient it has been able 

to survive blockades by armed actors that have lasted up to three months (Gray, 2012: 51). With the support 

of NGOs, local community members have been able to successfully come together to create a stable parallel 

economy within a state where conflict and violent groups have made economic self-sustainability impossible, 

in destroying waterways and forests and targeting farmland to weaken civilians resource-based livelihoods 

and force them to turn towards armed actors for protection and food (Gray, 2012: 46). This economic self-sus-

tainability has thus been vital in allowing the community to enhance their own positive peace with the eco-

nomic freedoms and without the constraints that violence imposes on their livelihoods.

Conclusion 

In conclusion, as demonstrated, the critical turn in peacebuilding literature has come about following clear 

failures in the liberal peacebuilding project globally, and more and more often the local populations in regions 

of conflict are demonstrating their ability to pioneer methods of maintaining their own positive peace when 

local governments fail. Through analysing how peace communities in Colombia have been able to establish 

positive peace, and to a degree negative peace in creating conflict-free zones, we can better understand the 
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framework of unity, protection, neutrality and self-sustainably in aiding in the creation of positive peace. 

Furthermore, this research project has highlighted the importance of Mac Ginty’s theory of hybrid peace, in 

demonstrating how often international actors and NGOs – both national and international – can still play a 

unique and powerful role in aiding peace communities through providing needed protection and resources. 

Through changing the way in which peacebuilding processes are perceived, new methods can be pioneered in 

a way that is peaceful and prevents massive loss of life, while being flexible and able to adapt to the various 

localities in which conflict takes place.
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Rethinking Rwanda: Modernities and Genocide

Megan Butcher

In what follows, I will argue that Rwanda is exemplary of the importance of modernity in explaining geno-

cide, as ‘partial connections’ to culturally specific formations of both European and African modernities 

shaped the country’s ethnic, economic and political relations (Dona, 2012; Hall, 1992; Eisenstadt, 2000). I 

will assess the expediency of modernity according to Bauman’s (1989) fundamental features – nationalism, 

scientific racism, technology and bureaucratic rationalisation. Further noting the extent to which said fea-

tures can be considered products of colonial modernisation, selectively transferred and imposed; marking 

the relationship between tradition and modernity central to my analysis. Before assessing Andersen and 

Taylor’s (2007) contention that in radical contrast to the ‘industrial’ Nazi Holocaust, the Rwandan genocide 

was discernibly ‘tribal’. Finally, I will conclude that Rwanda explicitly models the importance of modernity 

in explaining genocide, as genocidal violence in Rwanda was both the embodiment and rejection of modern 

reasoning (Arendt, 1964; Habermas, 1987).

The following section will assess the role of nationalism as a modern phenomenon in explaining genocide. 

Nationalism as an ideology shifts the character of conflict from one between individual sovereigns to col-

lective sovereigns; fostering a fictitious dichotomy of ‘us’ versus ‘them’, in which ‘us’ is always constructed 

in opposition to ‘the Other’. Rwanda’s dual nationalities were culturally determined in that identities were 

relatively closed and ascriptive, note the victimisation of ‘moderate Hutu’ as well as the Tutsi population, 

premised upon misconceptions of blood and belonging. Congruous to that of the constructivist approach, I 

argue that the differences between both Hutus and Tutsis were largely artificial (Clark, 2006) as with the nation 

building project in which European’s sought to isolate particular African territories from other colonial powers 

(Anderson, 2006). Rwanda’s dual nationalism arose despite both Hutus and Tutsis having lived in economic 

and territorial symbiosis, whilst sharing a common language. The rise of national consciousness in Rwanda 

followed on from the Western assumption that ‘disadvantaged minorities’ required recognition and affirmed 

identities (Fenton, 2011). As such, Belgian inspired national identification cards premised upon the Germans’ 

perceived social strata, were introduced in 1933 as an instrument of racialisation to supplement racialised 

policies. As Van Brakel and Van Kerckhoven (2014) claim, identity cards classify populations according to 

exclusionary policies while providing particular groups with certain benefits. Thus, the Tutsis temporarily 

occupied a monopoly of power, facilitated by Belgian colonisers and ‘racial science’ which regarded the Tut-

si ‘a civilising Caucasian influence in Negro Africa’ (Mamdani, 2014: 72). The construction of antagonistic 

identities is symptomatic of the ‘Hamitic Hypothesis’, in which technological advancements and cultural 

https://pbicolombiablog.org/2017/05/11/cacao-para-sembrar-vida/
https://pbicolombiablog.org/2017/05/11/cacao-para-sembrar-vida/
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achievements in Africa, were attributed to the ‘saving’ influence of the ‘superior’ West. Departing from earlier 

biblically inspired readings, the colonial enterprise adopted this concept as to distinguish between ‘ordinary 

Africans’ and higher-ranking ‘Hamites’. Internal construction of ‘the Tutsi’ as a superior civiliser (over the 

Hutu at least) inferred a kind of dual colonialism; with the Tutsi acting as ‘proxy’ colonists for the ‘real’ Euro-

pean colonists (Eltringham, 2006). Yet, prior to colonial rule Rwandans were identified under a single nation-

ality, or as ‘belonging to a clan’ (Van Brakel & Van Kerckhoven, 2014: 8). Furthermore, Rwanda’s compart-

mentalised nationalism worsened during the regime of the country’s first president, Gregoire Kayibanda, as 

politicians reversed the racial superiority of Tutsis. Kayibanda’s brand of nationalism solidified Hutu and Tutsi 

as distinct national identities comprising a single state (Clark, 2006). Kayibanda’s Party of the Hutu Emanci-

pation Movement (PARMEHUTU) came to power in 1961 and mobilised around Hutu nationalism in order 

to enrich the Hutu population, forming an entirely Hutu cabinet and branding Tutsi the enemy. Following the 

declaration of Rwanda as a republic, Kayibanda’s regime became highly exclusionist (Clark, 2006). As the 

now prime minister, Kayibanda facilitated Tutsi targeted violence by failing to prosecute the Hutu militants 

attacking Tutsi citizens. Therefore, preliminary genocidal violence became a national responsibility (Balorda, 

2013). For Ignatieff, the heightening of difference exemplifies how ‘national identity is relational, that is Tutsi 

and Hutu identity are determined in relation to each other’ (1995: 4). Ultimately, Rwanda’s regression toward 

organic nationalism denotes the rejection of modernity (Balorda, 2013); simultaneous to ‘racial science’ as the 

‘modern’ basis of such nationalism, to which the following section casts primary focus.

The introduction of identity cards and assignment of all inhabitants to one of three groups – Hutu, Tutsi or 

Twa, was based on and accompanied by ‘scientific’ classifications. The use of phrenology by Belgian colo-

nisers and subsequent pseudoscientific misconceptions was pivotal to the genocidal violence that followed, as 

the outcome of such was a deeply divided society with ascribed racial identities. Craniofacial measurements 

recognised that Tutsis were taller, of lighter complexion, with longer and narrower noses; features which were 

seen to resemble white Europeans (Andre, 2018). Discursive phenotypical links between white Europeans 

and the Tutsi population were used to justify the racial superiority of the Tutsi; remnant of the ‘Great Chain of 

Being’ ideology adopted by many colonisers during their subjugation (White, 2009). Nevertheless, following 

Rwanda’s independence in 1962, the classification system prevailed, fundamental for Hutu authority in re-

versing colonial construction of the Tutsi’s foreign ancestry, ‘the myth… was now used in reverse to increase 

resentment against this group’ (Andre, 2018: 278). Exemplary of the ‘Bahutu Manifesto’ published in 1957, 

which called for a twofold liberation of the Hutu people first from their ‘racial’ oppressors – the Tutsi, and 

second from Belgian colonisers. Furthermore, the manifesto called for majority rule and the establishment of 

a racial quota system in both education and employment; mitigating against previous exclusion of Hutu from 

higher education, land ownership and administrative roles (Andre, 2018). As well as, the ‘Ten Commandments 

of the Hutu’ first published in 1990, which proscribed sexual relations between the two ‘races’ and urged Hutu 

to sever business ties with the Tutsi (Hintjens, 1999). Ultimately, European colonisers had successfully imple-

mented ‘race’ as an acrimonious social construction. Explicitly, this can be linked to liberalism – a supposedly 

universal set of political norms to which modernity also gave rise – together with ‘race’ as a set of limitations 

and entitlements governing the application of said norms (Mills, 2017). The media facilitated the dissemina-

tion of such divisive ideology, as is discussed in the following section.

This section will assess the technological complexity of the Rwandan genocide. While the ‘industrial’ Holo-

caust is deemed an embodiment of modernity, Rwanda has been largely excluded from the category of modern 

genocide, instead reduced to barbarism and tribal hatreds (Smeullers & Hoex, 2010). Though, I argue that 

modern escalations such as digital propaganda were central to the growth of extremism and a divided nation; 

just as Kangura promoted ‘inter-ethnic hatred and was an integral part of a campaign to degenerate Tutsi[s]’ 

(Melvern, 2006: 49), the popular journal became representative of the Coalition pour la Defense de la Re-

publique, a political party promoting anti-Tutsi policies and campaigning for a ‘pure Hutu nation’ (Melvern, 

2006). Further, new radio stations such as Radio-Television Libre des Mille Collines (RTLM) became ex-

tremely successful as cheap portable radios were made readily available on street markets; despite RTLM 

broadcasting misinformation to maintain a climate of fear (Melvern, 2006). Though diplomats had asked the 

succeeding president, Habyarimana, to disallow RTLM he responded ‘that since the West had pressured him 

to move towards democracy, he no longer had the power to control the airwaves’ (Melvern, 2006: 56). While 

free speech is one of several core principles of Western political modernity, Rwanda’s media outages were 

without a regulatory administrative structure required to neutralise hate speech. Additionally, radio stations 

publicised the names and whereabouts of those in hiding during the course of the genocide (Hintjens, 1999). 

Influenced in part by sociological thought, ‘Western’ industrialisation brought with it increased dependence 

upon the media’s role in disseminating information. Whereas ‘traditional’ societies, typically those encom-

passing the ‘irrationalism’ of the Orient, were seen to exploit interpersonal lines of communication (Kellow & 

Steeves, 2006). The supposedly stringent separation between tradition and modernity, in which media control 

is replaced with more ‘formal’, ‘depersonalised’ systems, did not materialise as such in Rwanda whose mass 

media adopted elements of both. Ultimately, Hutu leadership selectively withheld key features of colonial 

modernity and democratic principles (Dona, 2012) in order to uphold monopolistic control of the local media 

market.

Furthermore, the inconsistent development of modernity in Rwanda is demonstrated by Power’s description 

of perpetrators; ‘killers often carried a machete in one hand and a transistor radio in the other’ (in Lower & 
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Hauschildt, 2014: 4). It is the use of seemingly ‘traditional’ agricultural tools to execute genocide to which An-

dersen and Taylor (2007) contend that genocidal violence in Rwanda was both tribal and aberrant. However, I 

argue that perceived barbarism is premised upon a Eurocentric understanding of what constitutes a ‘modern’ 

society as well as supposed Western ‘superiority over the African primitiveness’ (Balorda, 2013: 177). Instead, 

I argue that the modern state, defined by Weber (1978) as maintaining a monopoly of legitimate use of force 

in a given territory, and its bureaucratic structure proved fundamental to the execution of genocide (Bauman, 

1989). As state led programs and communal training of the Interahamwe infer that local civilians were not 

accustomed to the use of machetes, nor were they culturally symbolic. Instead, machetes were selected as a 

cheap import due to Rwanda’s impeding financial crisis (Balorda, 2013). Therefore, it is crucial to note the im-

pact of international bureaucracies and policies of multilateral financial institutions amidst an unequal global 

system; as the main lenders to Habyarimana’s regime accelerated the genocidal process. 

The World Bank, among other aid donors, viewed the Rwandan state as politically stable, praising its ‘effec-

tive’ administration. This impression led to the implementation of a Structural Adjustment Program in 1991, 

calling for ‘the retrenchment of the state from omnipresence to more limited functions’ (World Bank, 1993: 8). 

However, modern bureaucracy is both goal-oriented and problem-solving in its outlook (Bauman, 1989) and 

the measures recommended by the World Bank and selectively implemented by Rwanda’s modern bureau-

cracy, heightened discontent among the impoverished population. Essentially, the World Bank lent discursive 

support to a repressive, genocidal state apparatus. Said policies comprised of increased tax, privatisation, 

increased health service fees and reduced subsidy for coffee producers. Following Arendt’s (1962) claim that 

bureaucracy was restructured during colonial expansion in order to control indigenous populations, democra-

tising countries as Rwanda, were able to import bureaucratic structures as a function of domination following 

independence (Riggs, 1997). The role of local level bureaucratic rationalisation is addressed in the following 

section.

As Weber maintains, bureaucratic rationalisation poses a threat to individual freedoms as ‘human life traps 

individuals in the iron cage of bureaucratic, rule based rational control’ (in Balorda, 2013: 71); noted of the 

calculated militarisation of the Rwandan population as well as the dehumanisation of the Tutsi as bureaucratic 

subjects. Unlike the Holocaust in which the entire genocidal apparatus performed with bureaucratic efficiency, 

violence between Hutu and Tutsi was much more intimate (Mamdani, 2014). However, I argue that the sup-

posed dividing line between historical and modern genocide appears more stylistic than substantive (Jones, 

2011). As Arendt asserts, dehumanisation of the Tutsi was subsequent to the country’s ‘socialisation’ into the 

‘modern’ bureaucracy, as bureaucrats became ‘cogs in an administrative machine’ (in Barnett, 2002: 8); so 

expansive that genocidaires became capable of killing on an individual level, with no resort to psychological 

distancing strategies (Jones, 2011). Essentially, modern bureaucracy represents a distancing between means 

employed and intrinsic moral value (Bauman, 1989). Rationalisation reduces the victim group to a quantifi-

able hindrance, made viable due to the divisive ideologies behind organic nationalism, scientific racism and 

technology. While modern bureaucracy perceives its function as providing an efficient solution to said hinder-

ance, as the question of who would gain control of Rwanda’s state apparatus became the key stake in the coun-

try’s political struggle (Storey, 2001). Moreover, in the same way that foreign powers had intended to control 

the indigenous population, local officials were able to manipulate perpetrators as ‘everyone knew who had a 

refrigerator, a plush sofa, a radio, and assailants were guaranteed their rewards before attacking’ (Mamdani, 

2014: 246). The prospect of utility maximisation became crucial for mass participation in genocidal violence, 

due to the external policies of The World Bank which had exacerbated Rwanda’s financial crisis. While heri-

tage of colonial bureaucracy was used to execute genocide, with genocidaires examining identification cards 

at checkpoints throughout the country. The Rwandan genocide is exemplary of just how ethically blind the 

process of bureaucratic rationalisation is, as noted of Bauman (1989) with regard to the Holocaust.

The Rwandan genocide explicates the moral consequences of the colonial civilisation process, as one which 

assumes ‘traditional’ societies are stagnant; despite Rwanda having been regarded the ‘Switzerland of Afri-

ca’ prior to imperialist expansion. Historically, foreign powers have sought to implement the linear theory 

of change from ‘traditional’ to ‘modern’ through cultural contact with the West (Mamdani, 2014), though 

this polarity ‘distorts the history and variety of civilisations’ (Gusfield, 1967: 352). While culturally specific 

formations of modernity in the non-Western world are distinctive from those in Europe; Rwanda’s transfer 

from colony to nation-state inferred the appropriation of selective elements from both African and European 

modernities (Dona, 2012). Furthermore, the Rwandan genocide infers that the legacy of violence, residual of 

colonial modernisation, has had a significant impact on subsequent violence in former colonies (Dona: 2012). 

Ultimately, presenting modernity as an idealistic enterprise in which rationality is endemic and violence is 

deemed abnormal (Alexander, 2013; Eisenstadt, 1973). However, as Malesevic maintains, ‘in 100 years mod-

ern human beings have managed to kill twenty-two times more people than our predecessors were able to do 

in 4,900 years’ (2010: 118). Therefore, it is an error to conceive of violence and modernity as the antithesis of 

one another (Bauman, 1989).

In conclusion, the extent to which Rwanda illustrates the importance of modernity in explaining genocide is 

pervasive; as an instance of state sponsored violence driven by a series of modern escalations regarding the 

control of the state (Mann, 2004). While the destruction of citizens based on group identity is not new, geno-

cide could only manifest among ‘the context of an emerging, global, interlocking system of nation-states’ 

(Levene in Jones, 2011: 426). Thus, I have examined the manifestations of genocidal violence according to 
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the allocation of Hutu and Tutsi as national identities (Clark, 2006). The emergence of national consciousness 

stimulated by Belgian colonisers initially sought to schematise the population, however, soon became the 

very apparatus through which Rwanda’s genocidal regime could be executed; following the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ 

narrative established by said divisive nationalist ideology. So extensive that the Hutu and Tutsi formed two 

nations, ‘between whom there is no intercourse and no sympathy, who are ignorant of each other’s habits, 

thoughts and feelings as if they were dwellers of different zones, or inhabitants of different planets’ (Kayiban-

da in Clark, 2006: 71). Furthermore, I have noted the role of ‘scientific racism’ which accompanied Rwanda’s 

regressive organic nationalisms, and ultimately provided an irreducible division between Hutu and Tutsi. The 

incorporation of racial discourse both before and after independence in 1962, was pivotal to the ways in which 

violence between ‘races’ expedited. Highlighting the ways in which modern society is disposed to stigmati-

sation as well as how ‘phrenological stereotypes can be used to find new avenues for discrimination’ (An-

dre, 2018: 281). While digital propaganda was fundamental to the dissemination of such. The technological 

complexity of the Rwandan genocide further illustrates the importance of modernity in explaining genocide, 

simultaneously modern and regressive, as core principles of Western political modernity were selectively im-

posed. Instanced by the role of the media as Rwanda’s dominant public mode of communication – symptom-

atic of mass communication as it occurred alongside industrialisation and modernisation in the West – which 

also perpetuated interpersonal lines, as is stressed of ‘preindustrial’ media outlets (Kellow & Steeves, 2006). 

Finally, I have examined the role of bureaucratic rationalisation as ethically blind in its pursuit of efficien-

cy, delivering maximum utility rather than evaluating the end which is sought (Bauman, 1989). Ultimately, 

Rwanda provides an example of the importance of modernities in explaining genocide as genocidal violence 

in Rwanda was both the embodiment and rejection of modern reasoning; as modern developments in postco-

lonial societies, have repudiated the ‘homogenising and hegemonic assumptions of… [the] Western program 

of modernity’ (Eisenstadt, 2000: 1).
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The [cartographers] pen is mightier than the sword; GIS 2.0 meets popular geopolitics 2.0 

Megan Clark

 In this research paper I will be analysing Google Maps as an artefact of popular geopolitics and its 

meaning-making practices for international relations, state borders and national identities. I chose this re-

search topic as it crystallises many burgeoning issues in the ‘GAFA’1 era, where data is the modern form 

of currency, and significantly, technologies develop faster that the legislation that purports to regulate them 

(Schonfeld, 2011). The participatory nature of Google’s mapping services is often hailed as a democratising 

force, decentralising power into the hands of the public. However, as this research paper will discuss, emerg-

ing geospatial medias inscribe the hegemony of these private, multi-national corporations like Google, which 

has implications for cultural meaning-making practices and geopolitical visions. The rapidity with which these 

services are developing mean that the importance of understanding Google’s mapping practices is critical and 

immediate. 

 In this paper, I will argue that Google Maps and its mapping practices serve to reinforce existing glob-

al hierarchies and power relations through its everyday performances of space and territoriality through (1) 

the introduction of user-generated content, (2) the developing role of location services and (3) the increasing 

use of photographic images and satellite imagery. These will be analysed in relation to three key concepts of 

post-structuralist, feminist theory: performance, embodiment and the cartographic ‘gaze’. 

 Google Maps as an artefact

 Google as a corporation originated as a search engine, and over the last decade it has extended its 

services to provide applications for work and productivity, email, scheduling, language, messaging and video 

chat, cloud storage, photo organising and, what will be analysed over the course of this paper, mapping. Like 

other internet search engines, Google adopted the view that ‘mapping is a natural extension of searching’ 

(Geller, 2011:186) and created its own Geographic Information System (GIS). The mapping functions of 

Google’s GIS are almost as multifaceted as its general services, with Google Maps and Google Earth as the 

primary platforms, along with embedded services of My Maps, Street View and Google Treks, for visualising, 

analysing, editing or presenting spatial and geographic data. Other third-party services have recently been in-

tegrated into the Google Maps platform, such as ride-hire services Uber and Lyft, and traffic applications such 

as Waze. These services form what scholars in the field of geopolitics have called ‘new spatial media’ (Elwood 

and Leszczynski, 2013) and ‘DigiPlace’ (Zook and Graham, 2007). These modern, internet-based cartograph-

ic tools are grounded in ‘Web 2.0’ technology, with its new modes of interactivity and participation. In this 

1  Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon.

sense, ‘GIS 2.0’ is characterised by (1) user-generated content, (2) location services and (3) photographic 

images and satellite imagery. These three practices will form the data for this research paper. 

 I will focus my research on Google Maps and its related services My Maps, Street View and Google 

Treks, with only limited references to Google Earth, as Google Maps is the mapping function most situated 

in ‘popular culture’. In 2013, Google Maps was the most actively used smartphone app, its services used by 

54% of global smartphone users over the course of a month (Smith, 2013). Whilst the mobile app is not fic-

tional entertainment like many other forms of visual media, as an aspect of culture it has affective qualities 

on individuals. The hegemony of Google as a multi-national corporation entails that the Google Maps mobile 

application has been installed 5,000,000,000+ times, the depth and breadth of its influence almost as pervasive 

as mobile phone usage itself (Google Play, 2020). As such, its consumption is both global and pervasive in the 

lives of individuals. In this way, Google Maps is an artefact of popular culture.

 Not only is its consumption widespread, but it is positioned firmly within public discourse. The jar-

gon associated with it has entered into the vernacular, and has even morphed the language used in everyday 

conversations around mapping, where in certain contexts ‘to map(s)’ something no longer implies drawing 

or creating a map, but to map the direction to or from a given location, with the help of the Google Maps ap-

plication. Google Maps contributes to the affective, meaning-making practices of popular culture, following 

Takacs’ framework for analysing popular culture as a mechanism for defining reality, providing role models, 

functioning as an information distribution platform, a mediator of social interactions, and a canvas for sculpt-

ing possible futures (Takacs, 2015). Through my analysis of Google Maps’ mapping practices I aim to study 

‘beyond the restrictive categorisation of popular culture as propaganda and towards a more nuanced frame-

work focussed on popular culture as a means of geopolitically inflected world-building’ (Saunders, 2019: 

694). 

 Popular Geopolitics – the interplay between popular culture and world politics

 Google Maps creates visions of foreignness through the production of ‘self’ and ‘other’ identities (Said, 

2003; Innes and Topinka, 2017: 275; Saunders, 2019: 698). By drawing borders and naming states, Google 

Maps constitutes citizens and designates territoriality (Elwood, 2010: 353). This situates Google Maps as an 

artefact of geopolitics, an academic field focused on the effect of geography on politics. Furthermore, geopoli-

tics is the study of the discourses and narratives around location, landscape, territory, geographic symbols and 

space, which shape ‘ideas about collective identity, foreign policy, and international threats’ (Saunders, 2019: 

698). In this sense, 

 ‘Geopolitics saturates the everyday life of states and nations. Its sites of production are multiple 
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and pervasive, both ‘high’ (like a national security memorandum) and ‘low’ (like the headline of a 

tabloid newspaper), visual (like the images that move states to act) and discursive (like the speech-

es that justify military actions), traditional (like religious motifs in foreign policy discourse) and 

postmodern (like information management and cyberwar).’ (Ó Tuathail and Dalby, 1998: 5).

 These ‘low’ sites of production are the focus of popular geopolitics, found within visual media, news 

media, radio, literature and the Internet (Dittmer and Dodds, 2008: 441). Visually-mediated popular culture 

creates geographical imaginations and understandings on a global scale, in that it ‘constitutes norms, values, 

identities and ideas’ (Nexon and Newman, 2006: 15).

 Through this research paper I will conceptualise ‘GIS 2.0’ as within the field of, what Dittmer and 

Gray (2010), call ‘Popular Geopolitics 2.0’. This new methodology is poststructuralist in its epistemology, 

and privileges ‘the practices and performances that mark the everyday experience of the geopolitical’ (Dittmer 

and Gray, 2010: 1664). Whilst there is great value in traditional textual deconstruction, the nature of these 

mediated texts and analysis of production within a global economy situates geopolitical understandings within 

the public domain. In proposing a methodology situated in the quotidian, Dittmer and Gray re-politicise the 

private sphere, considering questions of performance, embodiment and space, which is ‘grounded but translo-

cal’ (2010: 1667).  

Theoretical approach: performance, embodiment and the gaze 

 Critical to my analysis of Google’s mapping functions is the conception of maps not simply as ob-

jects, but as processes. Whilst maps purport to represent certain landscapes or spaces at a fixed moment, the 

turn to poststructuralism recognises the power of maps as situated within the context of both their production 

and consumption. Readers bring their own identities to the reading of maps, thereby breaking down the pro-

duction/consumption divide. As such, the meaning of maps is not natural or fixed, but meaning is produced 

and (re)produced by individuals. These meanings are ‘intertextually constructed through the daily actions of 

various social actors’ (Hannah et al., 2004: 462), where mapping becomes a process and practice. Through the 

embodied enactment of everyday ‘reading’, maps create spaces, territories and identities, which are performed 

by the map. As such, maps are not simply objects, ‘they are mobile subjects, infused with meaning through 

contested, complex intertextual and interrelated sets of socio-spatial practices.’ (Dodge et al., 2011: 102).

 I will analyse the data of my (popular) cultural artefact using a poststructuralist-feminist approach. 

My epistemology will be rooted in queer theory, rejecting the Cartesian rationality of traditional cartography. 

In the specific analysis of my data, I will employ performativity theory to analyse (1) the introduction of 

user-generated content. Judith Butler’s (1993) later work on embodiment will also help me consider (2) the 

developing role of location services. (3) The increasing use of photographic images and satellite imagery in 

new spatial media will be interpreted through an appreciation of the cartographic ‘gaze’ (Mulvey, 1975).

 Analysis

 (1) User generated content 

 User generated content in Google Maps is created through the participatory mapping techniques which 

characterise modern cartography. In order to present relevant data accurately on a mobile device, the contents 

of the map are adapted to the individual user. On the My Maps function of the Google Maps platform, Google 

has opened up its application programming interfaces (API) and users themselves can create their own map 

‘mash-ups’ with their own ‘overlays’ of information. For example, if a user is a keen cyclist the map can be 

tailored to show bike paths, and perhaps hide churches (Meng, 2005). Users can also report errors in Google 

Maps using the ‘Ground Truth’ function, upload 360-degree pictures of Points of Interest, and add information 

about businesses featured on the map. This ‘wikification of GIS’ (Sui, 2008) using volunteered geographic 

information (VGI) means users have the power to see the world as they want to see it, projecting their own 

subjectivities and identities onto their personal version of Google Maps.

 Not only do users project their own identities, but they perform them. With participatory mapping, 

the practice of consuming maps is blurred with its production, the moment of production is thus unfixed (Del 

Casino and Hanna, 2010). The performed map is not simply an object, but a dynamic subject, where a map 

goes beyond being understood as a representation, but as a practice. Individuals produce and (re)produce their 

own maps through these practices, and, therefore, their own discourses and identities. These identities are per-

formed by the maps they create in a bottom-up sense, rooted in Popular Geopolitics 2.0 methodology (Dittmer 

and Gray, 2010), where the everyday interactions with Google Maps co-constitutes the users’ identities. Ac-

cording to Gerlach (2015: 273), participatory mapping ‘is a series of communities that allows users to create 

and alter maps, thereby generating capacities to edit worlds’.

 Indeed, Google promotes its map-making ‘community’, where users can ‘allow friends to see and edit 

[their] maps, or publish them to the whole world’ (Google Maps, 2020a). The Google Maps ‘Help Forum’ 

alone has over 54,500 users (Google Maps, 2020b), and the Google Earth Community was reported to have a 

million users in 2010 (Crampton, 2010: 27). It is within these ‘communities’ that existing global hierarchies 

are reinforced. These map-making communities reflect ‘fandoms’ within audience studies of popular geo-

politics. Audiences hold what Dittmer and Dodds (2010) call ‘constituent power’, where active participants 

(in this case, Google Maps users) create meaning through ‘performative consumption’ (Hills, 2002: 161). 

Through their agency as audiences and participants, users break down the author/reader divide. This constitu-
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ent power draws borders, names states and constitutes citizens, thereby inscribing hierarchies by establishing 

certain geopolitical meanings over others (Pickles, 2012; Crampton, 2003). Acting as a ‘normalizing device’ 

(Crampton, 2003), this editing capacity legitimizes certain representations of the world, inscribing the identi-

ties of the users into the map. 

 When we consider the characteristics of those who participate in generating content on Google Maps, 

it is clear that through these practices perpetuate current global hierarchies and digital divides are performed. 

In a profile of a similar participatory mapping site OpenStreetMaps, Budhathoki (2010) suggests that users 

are predominantly male, and over 50 percent of contributors have formal training in GIS (Gerlach, 2015: 

275). Furthermore, Elwood (2010: 352) comments on the overrepresentation of information from or about 

higher-income places and tourist destinations uploaded to these platforms. Crutcher and Zook’s (2009) work 

demonstrates the racial biases inscribed in the Google cyberscape after Hurricane Katrina, where neighbour-

hoods in New Orleans with a higher proportion of African-Americans was significantly less likely to have 

information or photos posted about them on Google Maps’ Hurricane Katrina overlay. As Elwood suggests, 

the ‘geoweb reinscribes digital divides along existing lines, disadvantaging the poor, racial and ethnic minori-

ties, rural residents, residents of the Global South, and so on.’ (Elwood, 2010: 352). Whilst the wikification of 

spatial data practices was originally hailed as a democratising force, the ‘constituent power’ of participatory 

mapping serves to (re)construct existing axis of privilege. Participatory mapping will thus perpetuate the ex-

isting global hierarchies through users performative mapping practices. 

 (2) The developing role of location services 

 The metadata automatically collected through users’ activity is harnessed by Google to tailor their 

services to the users’ profile. According to Farman, these locational services will ‘change the way users define 

and inhabit space as embodied interactors’, and create geopolitical understandings on the global level (2010: 

885). Theorisations of embodiment are concerned with the on-going creation of effects through an individ-

ual’s subjectivity and lived experience. In this way, the body is embedded in its spatial context, and is a site 

of performance in its own right (Thrift, 2000:383). This physical embodiment of map users in spaces is what 

Gerlach (2015: 274) calls the ‘somatic immediacy of the geo’. This presents questions about the implications 

of the embodied, geo-tagged Google Maps users, which has implications for the drawing of borders, the nam-

ing of states and the designation of territoriality. 

 Recent examples of where Google Maps has ‘misdrawn’ borders has affected international relations 

between states, where a Chilean village was ceded to neighbouring Argentina (Haines, 2007) and Nicaragua 

inadvertently invaded Costa Rica after an army commander used Google Maps during the operation (Taylor, 

2019). In contested regions such as Crimea, Google Maps presents borders differently depending on users’ 

location, where if a user activates Google Maps from within Ukraine, Crimea is shown as a part of Ukraine, if 

it is views it from within Russia it is shown as an independent state with a hard border dividing Crimea from 

Ukraine. If the program locates you anywhere else in the world, the border is shown as disputed, with a dotted 

line. As such, where a user is located transforms space into territory, where the physical embodiment of a user 

within this territory is critical to geopolitical meaning.

 In embodying certain spaces with GPS-enabled mobile devices, Google Maps’ users create geo-tagged 

data. This in itself is a meaning-making practice, when Google uses this metadata to improve the ‘Ground 

Truth’ of a map, and in doing so territory is delineated. Furthermore, this practice creates citizens and desig-

nates where these citizens can and cannot go. It is important to considering where the use of Google Maps 

actually occurs, and it is useful to analyse this in relation again to audience studies within Popular Geopolitics 

2.0, as discussed by Dittmer and Dodds (2008). Audience studies theory argues for an appreciation of ‘car-

tographies of textual reception’, a theory in which Livingstone (2005) analyses the metaphorical and material 

spaces in which the act of reading and meaning-making occurs (Dittmer and Dodds, 2008: 446). There are vast 

amounts of geotagged data on the geography of the Global North, where smart phone users generate metadata 

by simply embodying a certain space. The same can be said, again, for tourist destinations in countries of the 

Global South, where a user is again embodying a space, but in this case implies a foreign presence. When these 

densely geotagged areas are compared with more rural or deprived areas where mobile phone usage is not 

ubiquitous, there is clearly less available data. This data gap has implications for the pervasive but invisible 

bias inherent in map making (Perez, 2019).

 The silences created by data gaps are telling in themselves as they follow existing axis of power, and 

imply a neo-colonial writing of space and territory. The implication of Google’s mapping mission is that any 

unmapped space is empty, resonating with colonial iconography that colonised lands are void of people, cul-

ture and identity, and implying unmapped places are ‘other’ realms there for the taking (Smith, 2018: 172). 

Where maps have traditionally been ‘a way for empires to intimately know the territory they have conquered 

and controlled’ (Farman, 2010: 876), Google’s postmodern mapping techniques may be considered as Farman 

claims as ‘the digital empire’ (Farman 2010). The power over space that locative mapping implies reflects 

colonial mapping of ‘virgin lands’ (Gregory, 1994: 131), where embodiment within a space is inherently 

connected to the desire to claim new territory. Not only is the geotagged Google Maps user embodying these 

spaces, they are occupying it, claiming the territory through the geospatial data and the knowledge it produces. 

 Our post-structural approach rooted in queer theory reminds us that ‘knowledge is always produced 
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in power relationships, and that representation is always mediated, partial and political.’ (Brown and Knopp, 

2008: 43). This new geospatial practice thus implies a ‘a spatial neo-coloniality that aims to depoliticise space, 

translating the needs and means of the market but not necessarily those of local dwellers’ (Luqye-Ayala and 

Neves, 2019: 12). How these gaps in spatial data are then mapped, produced, distributed and controlled reflect 

existing global hierarchies, which are performed by the embodied (western) user. 

 (3) The increasing use of photographic images and satellite imagery 

 The increasing use of photographic images and satellite imagery in Google Maps has implications for 

geopolitical visions, notably ‘ways of seeing’ and ‘ways of knowing’ about space and nation. Users are invited 

to upload their own images of certain ‘Points of Interest’ into ‘mash-up’ layers of Google Maps. The concep-

tualisation of ‘Points of Interest’ is aimed at providing information, and Google notably recommends mapping 

business and touristic sites (Luqye-Ayala and Neves, 2019: 11). As Tarr and Leon note, spaces of social and 

cultural reproduction are rarely represented on Google maps, and when they do appear they are commodified 

and consumed (Tarr and Leon, 2019: 102). By consequence, ‘Points of Interest’ are demonstrative of who 

holds the cartographic ‘gaze’ within an image and their own interests, which reflects Google’s consumerist 

epistemology. These images ‘transform the sovereign territories of all of the world’s nation-states into visual, 

digital, navigable and privatised domains’ (Parks, 2009: 541), commodified as a viewing experience and di-

vorced from local culture or identity. 

 Within the Google Maps platform, ‘Google Treks’ is a service where a user can ‘discover the world…

and unleash [their] inner explorer and travel the globe without leaving home’ through geolocated multimedia 

visuals embedded into a Google Maps layer. These geotagged images discourage real engagement with the 

mapped space and encourage a disembodied, voyeuristic ‘gaze’. Users are invited to explore Cambodia’s An-

gkor Wat Temples ‘hidden in the jungle’ and Nepal’s ‘hidden treasures…off the beaten track’ (Google Treks, 

2020). This interpolates the user as an explorer, who has a superficial view into these ‘othered’ locations, 

where their gaze is distancing, mastering, and objectifying (Kwan, 2002: 647). The user, by definition, per-

forms global hierarchies, through their western conquering and commodifying ‘gaze’. 

 Finally, the ‘Satellite view’ function in Google Maps allows users to navigate the map with an overlay 

of satellite imagery. This satellite data is also extracted into Google’s ‘Ground Truth’ function with the aim of 

increasing the ‘accuracy’ of the map. These satellite images are all fixed in their temporality and as such can 

serve to delegitimise other representations of space, presenting an ostensibly ‘true’ geographic visualisation. 

Examples of outdated or even undated satellite images have meaning making implications, where they efface 

the contingent, relational and context-dependent aspect of a place (Dittmer, 2015). On the Google Maps plat-

form, dystopian claims of ‘Ground Truth’ representations create an ahistoricised and decontextualised ‘reali-

ty’. For example, Google has never labelled Palestine on its map, despite a 2018 UN Resolution recognising it 

as a state (notably not ratified by the United States or Israel). Google’s act of power in representing this con-

tested territory in a certain way creates geopolitical visions on a global scale, affecting users’ understandings 

of the world. As Bleiker highlights, the power of representation at its peak if it is able to disguise its subjective 

origins and values (Bleiker, 2001).

 Conclusion

 In this research paper I have argued that Google Maps performs existing international hierarchies 

through the meaning-making practices within its mapping services rooted in GIS 2.0 technology. Through 

the introduction of participatory platforms, users perform their identities through mapping as practice, where 

power hierarchies are reinforced. The increasing use of locational data implies the embodiment of spaces, 

conferring territoriality and citizenship, and reinscribing the digital divide between the Global North and the 

Global South through data gaps and the mapping of unmapped spaces. Finally, the increasing reliance on pho-

tographic images and satellite imagery serves to perpetuate a cartographic neo-coloniality in which countries 

without the pervasive use of mapping technology are ‘explored’ and ‘occupied’. These mapping practices 

have affective qualities on meaning making within international relations and geopolitical visions. 

 Whilst the advent of GIS 2.0 technology has been hailed as a democratising force, it is clear that par-

ticipatory mapping is less a form of ‘crowd-sourcing’, and more an example of ‘out-sourcing’, where Google 

as a private company uses open source data methodologies whilst maintaining corporate control of its analysis 

and distribution (Ström, 2017). In this way, Google Maps as an artefact of popular geopolitics marks a con-

tinuation of existing international hierarchies through its performative mapping practices, where states and 

citizens must adapt to Google’s influence, rather than Google complying with state policy. The next research 

step in this field would be to analyse the implications to of Google’s privatised and commercialised services 

and the affect this may have on state sovereignty and democracy. 
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The British Overseas Territories: A case for parliamentary representation?

Will Smith

The British Overseas Territories (BOTs) are fourteen territories under the jurisdiction and sovereignty of the 

United Kingdom. Each territory is a ‘separate constitutional unit and… a distinct legal jurisdiction’ (Hendry 

and Dickson, 2011). The Crown Dependencies (the Isle of Man and the Channel Islands) possess an entirely 

distinct legal status (Ibid) and so will not be considered in this essay. As a matter of constitutional law, the Par-

liament of the United Kingdom is legislatively supreme over the territories (Ibid.; Foreign Affairs Committee, 

2019). While the BOTs are largely internally self-governing, the United Kingdom is legally responsible for 

their defence and foreign relations (McConnell and Dittmer, 2018) as well as the ‘security, good governance 

and social and economic well-being of the inhabitants’ (Bosque, 2017). The inhabitants of the BOTs are full 

British citizens by virtue of the British Overseas Territories Act 2002. However, the BOTs do not form part of 

the United Kingdom per se and have never elected representatives to parliament. I will consider the current 

political and constitutional status of the BOTs, with a particular focus on Brexit and a major Foreign Affairs 

Committee (FAC) report on the subject of BOT-UK relations published in 2019. With reference to theories 

of democratic legitimacy and legislative representation, I will seek to establish whether elected MPs for the 

BOTs at Westminster would improve the representation of BOT interests in parliament and government.  

Several developments in recent years have renewed interest in the constitutional status of the BOTs and their 

relationship with the UK. Notably, Brexit has brought this relationship to the fore. The BOTs, bar Gibraltar 

and four BOTs inhabited only by a transitory military or scientific population, owing to their relationship with 

the UK, are defined as ‘Overseas Countries and Territories of the European Union’ (OCTs). OCTs possess a 

type of ‘associate status’ with the EU, with resulting access to the EU single market and EU funds (Clegg, 

2016). Indeed, in written evidence submitted to the Foreign Affairs Committee the Falkland Islands Govern-

ment stated ‘it is vitally important that our current tariff-free and quota-free access to EU markets is retained. 

Anything less would have a detrimental impact on our economy’ (Foreign Affairs Committee, 2019). The 

case of Gibraltar is distinct as it is considered an integral part of the EU and access to the single market and 

free movement are particularly important given its border and economic interdependence with Spain. Clegg 

concluded that the implications of Brexit for the BOTs are profound and depend on the outcomes of the UK’s 

withdrawal and future relationship negotiations. This issue will be discussed further as part of a wider discus-

sion about the shortfalls in the relationship between the BOTs and the UK. 

Secondly, a major report by the Foreign Affairs Committee: Global Britain and the Overseas Territories: 

Resetting the relationship was published in 2019. The report provides a detailed description of all aspects of 

BOT relations with the UK government and parliament. In addition, the report draws on extensive written and 

oral evidence from elected officials, representatives and members of the public from a number of BOTs. In 

detailing the relationship between the UK parliament and the BOTs, the specific issue of parliamentary repre-

sentation for the BOTs is raised, and the controversial Sanctions and Money Laundering Act 2018 (SAMLA) 

is discussed, which provides a good case study for the issues of substantive representation and democratic 

legitimacy that I will explore in further detail later. I believe that these two developments have made the ques-

tion of parliament’s relationship with the BOTs an issue of live debate.

I will now explore the possibility of parliamentary representation for the BOTs with reference to theories 

of democratic legitimacy. To begin, an examination of the BOTs’ relationship with the UK raises questions 

regarding democratic legitimacy. Beckman (2019), referred to a ‘pure procedural’ conception of democratic 

legitimacy in which ‘everyone… subject to a decision must be able to participate in it… for the decision to 

be legitimate by democratic standards’. This concept of democratic legitimacy was applied in reference to the 

concept of the ‘legislative demos’, i.e. those who are ‘entitled to… determine the substance of regular law’. 

Rehfeld (2005), asserted that the ‘virtue’ of constituency representation in legislatures arises from ‘uncon-

troversial principles of democratic legitimacy’ and accountability of legislators to the electorate. Clearly, in 

this respect, the lack of parliamentary representation for the citizens of the BOTs undermines the democratic 

legitimacy of decisions made by the UK parliament which affect the BOTs.

Excerpts from Hansard on the most recent debates involving legislation extending to the BOTs show that, 

although this view is mixed, there is a reluctance on the part of MPs to legislate for the BOTs on the grounds 

of democratic legitimacy. Nigel Mills MP, during a debate on the Criminal Finances Bill which would extend 

in part to the BOTs ‘It clearly would not be right for this House to legislate for… the territories- those days 

passed a few decades ago’ (HC Deb 21 February 2017). Diane Abbot MP, while asserting the right of the UK 

parliament to legislate for the territories, did so with the caveat that this is done legitimately in ‘reserved’ ar-

eas: ‘the argument that we cannot impose proper standards on those territories is false. UK jurisdiction applies 

in … defence and security, and the House has a right and a duty to … impose those laws’(Ibid.)  Sir Alan Dun-

can MP, whilst during the debate on the SAMLA bill, specifically referred to the lack of BOT parliamentary 

representation: ‘the Overseas Territories… are not represented in this parliament… we do not want to legislate 

directly for the OTs… to …respect their autonomy’ (HC Deb 1 May 2018). Sir Alan Duncan MP is referring 

to a clause in the Act which would bring into effect an Order in Council compelling the BOTs to publish ‘ben-

eficial ownership registers’ for companies domiciled in their territories by the end of 2020 if they do not do so 

willingly. Likewise, Nick Herbert MP noted that the use of an Order in Council would be ‘a grave step- one 

that has been used only twice before, in relation to the decriminalisation of homosexuality and to capital pun-
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ishment’(Ibid). Andrew Mitchell MP acknowledged that such an instrument was ‘a last resort’, but that ‘This 

House and the Government are entirely entitled to use such a mechanism if necessary’. 

The example of SAMLA underlines concerns over the democratic legitimacy of UK legislation extending 

to the territories. The UK nominally retains legislative competence for the territories only in the areas of de-

fence and foreign affairs, yet the passage of SAMLA underlines ‘the complexity of separating reserved and 

devolved matters’ (Foreign Affairs Committee, 2019). The Act makes provision for economic sanctions and 

combatting money laundering, which the FAC noted were a ‘tool of foreign policy and national security’, and 

therefore within the legislative competence of the UK. However, the report noted there was serious concern, 

especially in Bermuda, the Cayman Islands and the British Virgin Islands (BVI), over the consequences of 

the Act on the financial services sector, which is a devolved matter and of vital economic importance to those 

territories. SAMLA has ‘placed a strain on Parliament’s relationship with the OTs’ (Ibid) and has sparked a 

wider debate about the UK parliament’s ability to legislate for the OTs: ‘This Act has raised questions about 

whether and how the OTs’ voices can be heard in Parliament when they are not directly represented in either 

House’(Ibid). Oral and written evidence submitted to the FAC demonstrates these concerns. The Premier of 

the Turks and Caicos Islands (TCI), Sharlene-Cartwright Robinson, expressed this concern: ‘Today, it is finan-

cial services; tomorrow, it is something else. That is our concern’ (Ibid), as did the written evidence submitted 

by the Falkland Islands Government: ‘There is a growing concern amongst many UK Overseas Territories, 

including the Falkland Islands, with regard to the manner with which some legislation is imposed on us from 

Westminster’(Ibid).

 Another notable example when considering the democratic legitimacy of the UK Government and Parlia-

ment’s jurisdiction over the BOTs was the UK’s decision in 2009 to suspend the internal government and 

legislature of TCI in the wake of ‘serious allegations of systemic corruption’ (Clegg and Gold, 2011). Direct 

rule via the Whitehall-appointed Governor lasted until 2012. This intervention was an example of the UK ful-

filling its legal obligation to guarantee the ‘good governance’ of the BOTs (Bosque, 2017). However, it could 

be argued that the intervention highlighted issues regarding the democratic legitimacy of UK-BOT relations; 

the UK was able to unilaterally institute direct rule while the inhabitants of the TCI had no representation in 

Parliament or in Government. 

These examples, when considering a ‘pure procedural’ account of democratic legitimacy advanced by Beck-

man (2019) and the role of constituency representation is legislatures offered by Rehfeld (2005), demonstrate 

a lack of democratic legitimacy in the UK parliament’s ability to legislate for the BOTs. These concerns are 

mirrored by MPs’ contributions in debates relating to the BOTs, as discussed above, but also in oral and writ-

ten evidence submitted to the FAC. For example, the FAC report noted that contributions from the general 

public urged ‘to rethink the principles of Parliament’s relationship with the OTs’, including suggestions of par-

liamentary representation. The then- Leader of the Opposition of BVI stated in oral evidence ‘The Overseas 

Territories have no direct representation in Parliament which … can pass any law that can impact the Overseas 

Territories disproportionately as seen with the recent [SAMLA]. A modern relationship requires each OT … 

to have direct representation in a body that… can make any law it pleases’. Parliamentary representation for 

the BOTs would address the basic lack of democratic legitimacy when Parliament legislates for the territories, 

given that, with the example of SAMLA, UK legislation can extend beyond the nominally reserved areas of 

defence and foreign affairs and significantly impact the BOTs. Indeed, Gibraltar provides an example of prec-

edent for participation in UK elections on this basis; Benwell and Pinkerton (2016) noted the ‘distinguished’ 

status of Gibraltar amongst BOTs, citing its inclusion, since 2004, in the South-West England constituency for 

EU Parliament elections and its participation in the 2016 referendum on EU membership.

Beyond the basic conception of democratic legitimacy, it would be logical to consider theories of represen-

tation with regards to the BOTs, particularly the idea of local representation.  Childs and Cowley (2011) 

articulated the idea of ‘descriptive representation for the locality’ (DRL) as a form of ‘politics of presence’ 

established by Phillips (1995). That is, in the case of constituency representation in legislatures ‘the repre-

sentation of a territory by someone from that territory’. Childs and Cowley expound the five main arguments 

made for the ‘politics of presence’. The fifth such argument refers to ‘broadening of the political agenda’, to 

focus on the interests of those previously excluded from the political process which have been inadequately 

‘formulated, articulated or legitimated’. Childs and Cowley go on to state that DRL assumes that ‘local’ rep-

resentatives will be better advocates of a locality’s interests as they, through lived experience, have a superior 

understanding of the locality’s needs. I will explore the idea of DRL in relation to the BOTs. 

Several commentators have noted that Brexit has revealed limited understandings in the UK of the interests 

of BOTs. Benwell and Pinkerton (2016) explore the issue of security of the BOTs (an area for which the UK 

is responsible) in the aftermath of Brexit. They note that there is a ‘narrow’ conception of the security of the 

BOTs in public discourse in the UK, characterised by a tendency to focus on examples of historical British 

military intervention (i.e. the Falklands War). They argue that ‘politicians and commentators’ have been large-

ly unaware of the security provided to the BOTs by the EU. The main example is Gibraltar, where the EU has 

served as a ‘guarantor’; obliging Spain to obey EU freedom of movement rules on the Gibraltarian border, and 

respecting its status as a BOT in the case of sovereignty disputes. They explain more broadly the ‘diplomatic 

and international recognition’ afforded to the BOTs by virtue of their status as OCTs (a perspective shared by 
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Clegg (2016)) and the concomitant higher international profile of ‘shared challenges‘ provided by discussions 

with French and Dutch OTs. In addition, they note the significant financial assistance afforded to the BOTs by 

the EU in terms of ‘post-disaster reconstruction’ in the case of BOTs exposed to extreme weather and natural 

disasters (Montserrat, Cayman Islands and TCI) and development of tourism in ‘isolated’ BOTs such as Pit-

cairn Island and Saint Helena. They concluded that the ‘narrow conception’ of BOT security in the UK was 

‘often at odds with the perspectives of the people and politicians of the OTs’ and called for a ‘co-produced’ 

framing of security for the BOTs, with a focus on the ‘concerns of their representatives and citizens’. Indeed, 

as Clegg (2016) noted ‘The… possible impacts of Brexit for the UKOTs were barely considered’ during the 

referendum. 

Another problem discussed in the literature refers to UK ministers and other officials whose remits include 

the BOTs. The FAC (2019) noted the ‘cross-departmental’ engagement of the UK government with the BOTs, 

with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) serving as the ‘lead department’. Clegg and Gold (2011) 

noted that there are ‘fundamental structural problems’ in the relationship between the UK and the BOTs. One 

such problem is the fact that Ministers with responsibility for the OTs have ‘other responsibilities’ and among 

them, the OTs are ‘certainly not priorities’ (for instance, Lord Ahmad of Wimbledon is the current Minister 

of State responsible for the OTs, but his remit comprises the Commonwealth, the UN and South Asia). Fur-

thermore, Clegg and Gold (2011) noted the problem of ‘high turnover’ at ‘ministerial and civil service levels’ 

(i.e. Ministers and other FCO officials frequently changing post), resulting in a ‘loss of territory-specific 

knowledge’. Benwell and Pinkerton (2016) also noted this phenomenon, referring to it as the ‘churn’ of FCO 

ministers. Thus, the examples provided here, Brexit, and the so-called ‘churn’ of British officials with BOT 

portfolios, have revealed that the interests of the BOTs can be insufficiently articulated and inadequately rep-

resented in Parliament and Government in the UK. In accordance with the concept of DRL outlined by Childs 

and Cowley (2011), I believe that parliamentary representation for the BOTs by residents of the territories 

would allow for better representation of the interests and challenges facing the BOTs, given that historically, 

they have been excluded from the political process by lack of parliamentary representation.  

However, other considerations bring into question the suitability of introducing parliamentary representation 

for the BOTs. The FAC (2019) noted that ‘There is little appetite in the OTs for… sending MPs to Westmin-

ster’. Although submissions from the general public were more open to the idea, oral and written evidence 

submitted to the 2019 report by government/ legislative representatives of the TCI, BVI, Cayman Islands, 

Falkland Islands and St Helena rejected it. Only the representatives of Montserrat and Anguilla called for 

some form of representation for the BOTs in the UK parliament. It is worth noting, however, that opposition 

to the idea of parliamentary representation for the BOTs was, in some cases, predicated on the assumption 

that the BOTs would be represented in Parliament as a bloc, rather than individually. For instance, Ms Tesyln 

Barkman, a member of the Falkland Islands Legislative Assembly, stated ‘we would be funnelling and bot-

tlenecking our issues from a vast number of OTs… through one’. Likewise, written evidence from the repre-

sentative of Tristan da Cunha stated ‘a shared single member could hardly devote much share of mind to…a 

location s/he may never visit’. 

This raises an interesting point with regards to another aspect of representation.  Parliamentary representa-

tion for the BOTs collectively would run contrary to the concept of geographical, territorial constituencies, 

acknowledged as nearly ubiquitous in democratic systems (Rehfeld, 2005; Childs and Cowley, 2011). John-

ston et al. (2008) noted that legislation in the UK requires parliamentary constituency boundaries to attempt 

to respect ‘local ties’ as far as possible. Rossiter et al (2013), noted that part of an MP’s role was to represent 

‘communities’ possessing ‘common interests’. The FAC report acknowledged that although the BOTs were 

proud to be British and valued their links with the UK, they also possess ‘unique cultural identities’. The BOTs 

are spread across the world, possess distinct civic identities and exist in vastly different political and economic 

climates. Bloc representation would indeed fail to respect the ‘community’ aspect of constituency represen-

tation, and would not address the need for greater ‘territory-specific knowledge’ (Clegg and Gold, 2011) nor 

would it achieve Childs and Cowley’s (2011) concept of DRL, and therefore if parliamentary representation 

were to be instituted for the BOTs, each territory should elect its own representative. 

In conclusion, I believe there is a strong case for introducing parliamentary representation for the BOTs on the 

basis of improving the democratic legitimacy of Parliament’s engagement with the territories and the better 

representation of their interests in Parliament and Government. However, as noted, the desire for such repre-

sentation is not shared equally amongst all the territories. Clearly, it would not enhance the democratic legiti-

macy of UK-BOT relations to impose parliamentary representation on those BOTs who do not want it. How-

ever, as McConnell and Dittmer (2018) noted, ‘Each OT… has a distinct, dynamic relationship with the UK’. 

Gibraltar, for instance, has been singled out amongst the BOTs for the closeness of its relationship with the 

UK and its previous inclusion in UK elections (Benwell and Pinkerton, 2016); a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach 

is unsuitable for the BOTs. Therefore, parliamentary representation could be introduced for those BOTs who 

want it; as the Premier of Montserrat put it, the ‘precise modality’ of parliamentary representation is an open 

question (FAC, 2019). If better representing the specific interests of each BOT is the primary concern, rather 

than enhancing democratic legitimacy, members of the House of Lords for the BOTs, echoing recent sugges-

tions from the Government of Gibraltar (Capurro, 2019), could be a good proposal. 
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‘Our Corner of Paradise’: Derek Jarman’s Queering of Nature

Siavash Minoukadeh

The politicisation of nature within the HIV/AIDS epidemic of the 1980s and 1990s from reactionary, ho-

mophobic forces is well established: by making the case that HIV was transmitted by the unnatural act of 

gay sex, homophobes absolved themselves of any responsibility and linked its spread solely to the othering 

of gay men.1 However, the queer community not only opposed this narrative, they also co-opted nature to do 

so. This can be seen in a number of works such as Matthew Lopez’s The Inheritance (2018), where a retreat 

to the pastoral provides comfort to AIDS patients, and Tony Kushner’s Angels in America (1992), which 

talks of the gay man’s body as ‘the garden of the soul’.2 However, nowhere is this more pronounced than in 

the works of the filmmaker, artist and queer activist Derek Jarman. In particular, his journals Modern Nature 

(1991) and his film The Garden (1990).3

Both works are rooted in nature, taking Jarman’s coastal garden in Kent as a primary setting. The fact that 

Jarman situates his narrative in a garden serves to deconstruct the image of AIDS as an unnatural condition. 

In The Garden, there is a recurring scene of him in his hospital bed on the beach, with the waves flowing 

under him. This imagery does not deny Jarman’s illness but it does recontextualise it within a natural setting 

rather than a clinical environment. Similarly, there is evidence of Jarman co-opting heteronormative ideas of 

nature to contextualise his illness in Modern Nature. He recalls a childhood memory:

I bought myself violets from the florist’s and put them by my bedside. My grandmother disap-

proved of flowers in the bedroom […] violets, she said were the flower of death. But the violet, I 

discovered, was third in the trinity of symbolic flowers, flower of purity.4

The violets, a metaphor for AIDS, are not rejected: Jarman still acknowledges their existence, he merely at-

tributes a different meaning to them. Whilst his (heterosexual) grandmother saw something negative in them, 

Jarman reclaims them as pure. Yet although these examples illustrate my point, they are both a small part of 

a wider work of art. 

Jarman’s garden can be seen as a creative work in its own right, and one which most completely demon-

strates how he associated homosexuality with nature. It is not simply that Jarman, as an AIDS patient, 

nurtured plants but that he did so in an inhospitable environment. With a nuclear power station on one side 

1 Susan Sontag, AIDS and its Metaphors (London: Allen Lane, 1989), p. 112.
2 Matthew Lopez, The Inheritance (London: Faber & Faber, 2018); Tony Kushner, Angels in America: A Gay Fantasia on Nation-
al Themes (London: Nick Hern, 1992), p. 261.
3 Derek Jarman, Modern Nature (London: Vintage, 1991); The Garden, dir. by Derek Jarman (Basilisk Communications, 1990).
4 Modern Nature, p. 38.

and the sea on the other, his Dungeness garden required constant attention and care. Daniel O’Quinn has 

unpacked this allegorical garden which enables ‘the surprising survival of herbs and flowers in a place where 

they should not thrive’ just as the queer community ‘demonstrate their strength and resilience in the face of 

the personal, cultural and social crises of Thatcherite Britain’.5 Jarman’s garden served as a poignant exam-

ple of how it was not a rejection of nature which was harming the queer community, but rather the lack of 

care and attention that community was being given. When faced with the prospect of a fine for breaking the 

hosepipe ban to water his garden, Jarman writes ‘Fuck it! My flowers have a right to live’.6 The language 

closely mirrors the discourse around AIDS with the public being reluctant to support an attempt at treatment 

because of the marginalised status of the patients, in essence depriving them of a right to life. Furthermore, 

the phrase ‘my flowers’ also mirrors slurs, such as ‘pansy’, often aimed at gay men. In this light, his labours 

in Dungeness become ‘deeply political works about life and death through a garden’.7

Thus it would appear that Jarman, whilst not trying to deny AIDS’ negativity, is nevertheless attempting to 

refute the idea that it is caused by some moral punishment, instead asserting that it, and those it affects, are 

as much a part of the organic order of the world as anybody else. His view can also be supported by recent 

epidemiological research showing that HIV in various iterations has been present in humans for millennia, 

long before Western homophobia had emerged.8 Whilst this may seem empowering, there are some dangers 

in this approach as pointed out by Kate Soper. She argues that by challenging an established idea of what is 

natural, Jarman and other queer activists expose the artificiality of any idea of natural sexual behaviour. Thus 

Jarman can reject the homophobic, heteronormative concept of nature but ‘if there are indeed no ‘natural’ 

needs, desires, instincts etc, then it is difficult to see how these can be said to be the subject to the “repres-

sions” or “distortions” of existing norms, or to be more fully or truly realised within any other order of 

sexuality.’9

When applied to Jarman’s work, this claim would seem to undermine his attempt to create a new nature, as 

his very attempt to do so ‘renders the natural artificial’.10 However, this would have to assume that he is re-

jecting the heteronormativity of nature when in reality, Jarman’s reimagining of nature is not a replacement 

of the established order but rather an addition to it – what he posits is not an antithesis to a heteronormative 

nature but a synthesis of it with a queer nature. At no point does he claim that heterosexuality or homopho-

bia do not belong within nature. He simply asserts that his community also belongs there. In Modern Na-
5 Daniel O’Quinn, ‘Gardening, History, and the Escape from Time: Derek Jarman’s “Modern Nature”’, October, 89, (1999), p. 
113-126, 115-6.
6 Modern Nature, p. 99.
7 Alys Fowler, Gardens: planting on the edge in Derek Jarman’s garden (2014) <https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2014/
sep/24/derek-jarman-garden-dungeness-alys-fowler> [accessed 2 November 2019].
8 Jaap Goudsmit, Viral Sex: The Nature of AIDS (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 5.
9 Kate Soper, What is Nature?: Culture, Politics and the Non-human (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), p. 129-130.
10 Steven Dillon, Derek Jarman and Lyric Film: The Mirror and The Sea (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004), p. 188.
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ture he states that he wants to ‘celebrate our corner of Paradise, the part of the garden the Lord forgot to 

mention.’11 Homosexuality is not the entirety of the natural order of sexuality, but a part, albeit one that has 

been overlooked thus far. The opening lines of The Garden are ‘I want to share this emptiness with you […] 

this wilderness of failure.’12 He is not claiming an ownership over nature, merely bringing himself within 

it. Jarman’s conception of nature does not exclude heterosexuality; it is open, unlimited, and intended to be 

shared. This too, can be seen in his garden. Howard Sooley noted that Jarman had no fences ‘so the garden 

goes all the way to the horizon in every direction’ including the nearby hostile forces of the power station 

and the sea.13 Jarman’s conceptualisation of nature does not discriminate: everyone is included within it, 

even forces which may prove destructive. It is additive, developing the conventional idea of the natural order 

rather than seeking to replace it.

This subsequently presents a new problem: if nature is so broad as to include an illness such as AIDS which 

is killing Jarman’s community, what value is there in nature? Just as Jarman complicates the heteronorma-

tive natural order by expanding its boundaries, he also reshapes it, establishing a duality in which both life 

and death are embraced as natural, complementary forces. AIDS is treated like any other disease, as the 

‘night-side of life.’14 Olivia Laing has written about Jarman’s capturing of nature’s duality, indicating how he 

encompasses ‘both reeling nights cruising on Hampstead Heath and the waking nightmare of HIV infection’ 

with nature being the synthesis of this dialectic.15  In The Garden this duality is seen in the fact that Jarman 

has a ‘composite Christ’ being played by two men together.16 In Modern Nature, Jarman talks of the hyacinth 

as a flower that contains within it both the history of homophobic violence and also the devotion of Apollo 

to his lover: ‘Whenever you walk in a sunny bluebell wood, remember it is the heart of a passionate love,’ 

followed by ‘Your love may wilt and die as quickly as the flowers you pick.’17 His concept of nature enables 

these two seemingly contradictory concepts of love and death to be embodied in the same plant. Applied to 

his own situation, Jarman’s point becomes clear: it is undeniable that he is ill and may soon die yet this does 

not counteract the love and respect that he should be afforded. 

Thus, Jarman’s politicisation of nature was not a raw, emotional response to homophobia but a careful, 

deeply-considered attempt to redefine social norms. He rejects established sexual culture to include queer 

identities but avoids throwing the old model away outright. His additive nature is limitless in its conception 

of society; even death and illness can be placed within his idea of nature as necessary complements to life. 
11 Modern Nature, p. 23. 
12 The Garden.
13 Howard Sooley, Great Gardens: “Prospect Cottage” by Howard Sooley (2014) <https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=orNvcliKlnY> [accessed 2 November 2019].
14 Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor (London: Allen Lane, 1978), p. 3.
15 Olivia Laing, ‘Introduction’, in Modern Nature (London: Vintage, 2018), p. VII-XIII, IX.
16 Rowland Wymer, Derek Jarman (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), p. 11.
17 Modern Nature, p. 62. 

As such, his queer concept of nature is a highly developed one which serves not as a reactionary response to 

increased homophobia but as a potential model for how to create a more harmonious coexistence.
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Empowerment or Exploitation: Pamela Anderson’s PETA Campaign and the Sexual Politics of Vegan 
Activism

Vicki Wolfhart

In 2010, Pamela Anderson starred in a campaign for PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) 

which promoted vegetarianism by illustrating that humans and animals are the same. The campaign features 

Anderson in a bikini marked as though she were an animal on a butchers table (See Figure One): 

Figure One: Pamela Anderson in PETA’s ‘All Animals Have The Same Parts’ campaign.1

The image was banned in Montreal with city officials stating that it was sexist. Anderson’s response to this 

was that she felt empowered by using her body to fight for a cause she believes in.2 I will be exploring these 

opposing viewpoints and the effectiveness of this kind of campaign. I will begin by discussing Pamela An-

derson; what makes her a celebrity and how she utilises that celebrity in her activism. Next, I will highlight 

the similar ways in which women and animals are reduced to objects in western culture by drawing on Carol 

1 ‘Pamela Anderson shows that all animals have the same parts’ <https://www.peta.org/features/pamela-anderson-shows-ani-
mals-same-parts/>, accessed 14.12.2019
2 Crowther, Joe ‘Pamela Anderson’s PETA advert banned in Canada’ <https://metro.co.uk/2010/07/16/pamela-andersons-peta-ad-
vert-banned-in-canada-449253/>, accessed 14.12.2019
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J. Adams The Sexual Politics of Meat, and how this interacts with the objectification of Anderson. I will then 

discuss the idea of veganism as a protest on patriarchal hegemony, building on the ideas which Susan Bordo 

put forth in her essay Unbearable Weight. Finally, I will draw these discussions together to reach my conclu-

sion about the effectiveness of this campaign and of Pamela Anderson as a celebrity activist. 

Pamela Anderson’s biography in Hello describes her big break as being when she was discovered at 

a football game by Labatt’s beer. She was wearing a tight t-shirt baring their logo, and ‘[N]oting her assets, 

the Canadian brewery was quick to make her its spokesmodel.’3 After this she went on to model for Playboy 

and then to star in Baywatch where she wore ‘that famous red bathing suit’ and became a household name.4 

From the beginning she has built her career based on her appearance. As Susan Bordo writes in her Intro-

duction to Twilight Zones ‘beauty lights up the world for us’ and Anderson has used our fascination with her 

beauty to her advantage.5 She also makes that beauty seem accessible. Her biography begins by telling us of 

her humble beginnings. She was born ‘to Barry, a furnace repairman and waitress Carol’6. She is the em-

bodiment of the ‘American Dream’ that anyone can become successful. Bordo says that ‘we’re encouraged 

to believe that we can have at least the bodies, if not the lifestyles, of the rich and famous.’7 In other words 

we are told that if we buy the right products, beauty on the same level as Pamela Anderson is attainable to 

us. If we can attain her beauty and she doesn’t come from a privileged background, this makes us think her 

fame is attainable to us which draws us to her. She has become successful in a way that we can relate to. 

Anderson admits that she has become successful by playing up to the image of the ‘dumb blonde’, an im-

age which plays into the patriarchal hegemony and places her in an inferior position to men. Her biography 

further illustrates this. Other than her appearance, she is talked about in terms of the men whom she has had 

relationships with, as though it is those relationships that define her. Theodor Adorno talks about this idea 

in his essay The Culture Industry, stating that culture monopolies ‘cannot afford to neglect their appease-

ment of the real holders of power.’8 By playing into the established societal ideals that men are superior to 

women Anderson was more likely to achieve success than if she had attempted to go against it, because it’s 

a dynamic that people can easily relate to. The only thing mentioned in Andersons’ biography not related to 

either her appearance or to her relationship with men is her activism for PETA, which is briefly glossed over 

in a single sentence. Although PETA’s credo ‘animals are not ours to experiment on, eat, wear, use for enter-

3 ‘Pamela Anderson - Biography’ <https://www.hellomagazine.com/profiles/pamela-anderson/>, accessed 15.12.2019
4 ‘Pamela Anderson - Biography’
5 Bordo, Susan ‘Introduction to Twilight Zones’ <https://www.ole.bris.ac.uk/bbcswebdav/pid-4069059-dt-content-
rid-12382328_2/courses/ENGL30110_2019_TB-1/Celebrity%20Cultures%20Course%20Reader%20Week%201.pdf>, accessed 
15.12.2019
6 ‘Pamela Anderson - Biography’
7 Bordo, Susan ‘Introduction to Twilight Zones’
8 Adorno, Theodor and Horkheimer, Max ‘The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception’ <https://www.ole.bris.ac.uk/
bbcswebdav/pid-4069059-dt-content-rid-12382328_2/courses/ENGL30110_2019_TB-1/Celebrity%20Cultures%20Course%20
Reader%20Week%201.pdf>, accessed 15.12.2019

tainment, or abuse in any other way’ goes against the patriarchal hegemony, a female animal rights activist 

doesn’t disturb the established gender roles and risk Andersons’ celebrity status, as I will go on to illustrate. 

Anderson’s position within the established patriarchal hegemony is the perfect position from which to pro-

test.

The purpose of the image of Pamela Anderson shown in Figure One, is to force a comparison with a 

butcher’s diagram (see Figure Two): 

Figure Two Butchers diagram9

The idea behind this is that the viewer will realise that animals and humans are the same, and if you feel 

it is wrong to objectify and eat one then it must be wrong to objectify and eat the other. The problem with 

this idea is that people are already used to seeing women and animals objectified in the same way, so this is 

image is unlikely to prompt change. For example, see Figure 3. The image is the logo for a restaurant which 

primarily serves meat and shows the image of a cow standing on its hind legs and wearing lingerie:

Figure Three Anthropomorphised female cow, sexualised in stockings and lingerie.10

9 ‘Beef Cow Cuts Butcher Diagram’ <https://www.vectorstock.com/royalty-free-vector/beef-cow-cuts-butcher-diagram-vec-
tor-12447198>, accessed 15.12.2019
10 ‘Porca Vacca’ <https://www.aromaweb.it/ristoranti/porca-vacca/>, accessed 15.12.2019
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This image makes clear to the patrons of the restaurant that it is a cow that they are eating. The cow is shown 

but reduced to an object which is asking to be eaten so that patrons can consume it without guilt. At the same 

time, it is anthropomorphised, feminised and sexualised which makes an object of both the cow and women. 

The cow is depicted as female because ‘the inequality of species conveys the inequality of gender.’11 As Car-

ol Adams discusses in The Sexual Politics of Meat this causes a problem because ‘[W]e fail to recognise that 

the act of viewing another as an object and the act of believing that another is an object are actually different 

acts because our culture has collapsed them into one.’12 Returning to the image of Anderson we can see that 

it has been heavily airbrushed. She looks flawless, but this also makes her look less ‘real’ and encourages 

objectification. Maneesha Decka raises the point in her article Disturbing Images that images like this one 

of Anderson are ‘evocative of the soft pornographic images that appear in publications such as Playboy and 

Penthouse in their reproduction of nude white female bodies to be consumed by a male, heteronormative 

gaze.’13 We are so used to seeing both women and animals reduced to object form that the effect of being 

shown the sexualised image of Anderson as an animal ready to be butchered is to reduce both Anderson and 

animal to object, rather than to convince us that animals are not objects.

Of course, the difference between the image of Anderson and the images of animals is that Anderson 

has consented for her image to be used in this way. When PETA co-founder Ingrid Newkirk was questioned 

on how appropriate it was to use potentially sexist imagery in their campaigns, she responded as follows:

‘I resent the idea of some women assuming the role of father, brother, boyfriend, and telling me and 

other women to put our clothes back on, cover up and behave. If I want to strip for fun, to use my 

body as a political tool, whatever, it is my business….’14

And she has a point. If Anderson has chosen to use her body in this way and she feels empowered by her 

work for PETA, then she isn’t being exploited. However, the problem isn’t the exploitation of Anderson as 

the model. The problem is that it enforces the idea of women as objects and therefore inadvertently enforces 

the idea of animals as objects. While the image is striking and might cause some people to consider a veg-

etarian diet, it is feeding into the problematic cultural images that lie behind speciesism and sexism. If the 

image of Anderson were more realistic and less sexualised, showing the horror of the butchery that animals 

endure, then it might be a more effective vehicle for social change. To quote Judith Halberstam in Deckha’s 

essay, a realistic image would allow the normative gaze to be ‘thoroughly re-scripted, allowing for anoth-
11 Adams, Carol J. ‘Afterword to the Twenty-Fifth Anniversary Edition’ in The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist-Vegetarian 
Critical Theory (London: Bloomsbury, 2015) p. 200
12 Adams, Carol J. ‘Afterword to the Twenty-Fifth Anniversary Edition’ in The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist-Vegetarian 
Critical Theory p. 188
13 Deckha, Maneesha ‘Disturbing Images: PETA and the feminist ethics of animal advocacy’ Ethics and the Environment, Volume 
13, No. 2, Autumn 2008 <https://muse-jhu-edu.bris.idm.oclc.org/article/253435>, accessed 15.12.2019
14 Deckha, Maneesha ‘Disturbing Images: PETA and the feminist ethics of animal advocacy’

er kind of gaze or look.’15 The problem with this approach is that disrupting the normative gaze can cause 

an adverse reaction in those who are not receptive to the message. If a more extreme campaign were used 

it would very likely be dismissed as ‘preachy’. To effect lasting social change, we must work slowly from 

within the hegemony without enforcing harmful stereotypes. This is something which Anderson is doing 

simply by following a vegan diet.

Over the past few years, veganism has become increasingly popular. However according to the BBC 

‘there are twice as many women than men who are vegan.’16 This is perhaps unsurprising. There is an idea 

that male power and eating meat are synonymous, so therefore choosing not to eat meat invites a questioning 

of male power:

‘Though vegan weight-lifters and athletes in other fields have demonstrated the equation to be fal-

lacious, the myth remains: men are strong, men need to be strong, thus men need meat. The literal 

evocation of male power is found in the concept of meat.’17

The questioning of power on the basis of dietary choice is illustrated by the popularity of the term ‘soy boy’ 

as an insult, based on the premise that ‘if you drink dairy-free milk alternatives, you are obviously weak 

and feminine.’18 In the same way a plant-based diet is seen as feminine. According to Carol Adams ‘women, 

second-class citizens, are more likely to eat what are considered to be second-class foods in a patriarchal 

culture.’19

Choosing veganism as a woman is in line with cultural ideas about femininity. However, it is also 

a form of protest. Veganism has strong links to punk counter-culture with many punk bands promoting a 

vegan lifestyle. Susan Bordo talks about the idea of diet as a form of protest in her essay Unbearable Weight. 

Bordo’s 1993 essay talks about anorexia, however her ideas can be applied to veganism today. Like anorex-

ia, veganism has ‘historically been class and race biased, largely (although not exclusively) occurring among 

white middle and upper middle-class women.’20 Also like anorexia, veganism is a reflection of cultural 

beauty ideals. In the nineties it was fashionable for women to be very slim. Bordo notes regarding anorexics 

at that time that ‘[T]he emaciated body of the anorectic, of course, immediately presents itself as a caricature 

15 Deckha, Maneesha ‘Disturbing Images: PETA and the feminist ethics of animal advocacy’
16 ‘Veganism: Why is it on the up?’ <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-44488051>, accessed 16.12.2019
17 Adams, Carol J. ‘The Sexual Politics of Meat’ in The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist-Vegetarian Critical Theory (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2015) p. 11
18 Hosie, Rachel ‘Soy Boy: What is this new online insult used by the far right?’ <https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/soy-
boy-insult-what-is-definition-far-right-men-masculinity-women-a8027816.html>, accessed 16.12.2019
19 Adams, Carol J. ‘The Sexual Politics of Meat’ in The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist-Vegetarian Critical Theory (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2015) p. 4
20 Bordo, Susan ‘Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and The Body’ <https://www.ole.bris.ac.uk/bbcswebdav/pid-
4096655-dt-content-rid-12485168_2/courses/ENGL30110_2019_TB-1/Week%203%20%20Bodies.pdf>, accessed 16.12.2019
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of the contemporary ideal of hyperslenderness.’21 In the same way the fashion today is for women to appear 

fit and toned, which vegan women often are as their diet provides ‘the protective benefits of phytochemicals, 

antioxidants, fiber, and no cholesterol.’22 Bordo posits that anorexia is an unconscious protest from women 

about their role in society:

‘The anorectic is engaged in a “hunger strike” [...] the action of food refusal [...] “expresses with the 

body what [the anorectic] is unable to tell us with words.’23

The choice of modern-day women to go vegan is a conscious choice so it differs from anorexia in that way. 

However, the choice to go vegan is often motivated by compassion for animals. As Bordo notes ‘women 

must develop a totally other orientated emotional economy.’24 In other words women are more likely to base 

their decisions on the wellbeing of others. This is illustrated in veganism. On behalf of animals, women feel 

empowered to make choices about what they will eat, to take up space and be inconvenient in a way that 

they wouldn’t do on their own behalf. In that way, the choice to go vegan is an unconscious protest about the 

role of women in the same way that Bordo describes anorexia as being. 

Pamela Anderson’s veganism is a much more effective vehicle for social change than her campaigns 

for PETA. The images for PETA enforce her celebrity platform, but they also enforce problematic ideas 

about the objectification of both animals and women. A more graphic image might bypass the objectification 

problem however it would disrupt Anderson’s celebrity platform. By being a healthy and beautiful woman 

who is also following a vegan diet, she is working within the accepted hegemony and encouraging curiosi-

ty about a vegan diet. As more people become vegan as a result of this curiosity, more women start talking 

about what they will and won’t eat. They start to take up more space. This in turn begins to disrupt the 

patriarchal hegemony and simultaneously helps to address the issue of the objectification of both women and 

animals.

21 Bordo, Susan ‘Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and The Body’
22 Adams, Carol J. ‘The Distortion of the Vegetarian Body’ in The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist-Vegetarian Critical Theory 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2015) p. 135
23 Bordo, Susan ‘Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and The Body’
24 Bordo, Susan ‘Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and The Body’
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‘dot, dot, dot – so what?’: use of the ellipsis in Robert Lowell’s Life Studies

Daisy Game

A ‘trailing-off into silence’, a ‘hinting at the future’, or an indication of something absent; through its deni-

al of the closure provided by the full stop or the exclamation mark, the ellipsis allows the image or feeling 

with which it is partnered to stretch beyond the constraints of the more conventional end-stop.1 Throughout 

the course of this essay, I will consider Robert Lowell’s use of the ellipsis in his 1959 collection of poetry, 

Life Studies, with a focus on the role it plays in his depiction of the past, present and future as incompatible, 

temporal concepts. By analysing Lowell’s juxtaposing of terminally inclined themes with his ellipses’ com-

parative inability to the line with which it is associated, I will argue that Lowell’s work presents the human 

experience of time as running along a cyclical, inconclusive trajectory. 

Through his juxtaposition of theme and punctuative quality, Lowell suggests that the traumas of the 

past cannot gain emotional closure through the advancing of the present. Mark Strand argues that through 

Lowell’s work, ‘we’re not located in his actual life’, but remain situated ‘in the externals - in the journalis-

tic facts’.2 Through the reading of Life Studies as it appears dressed in Strand’s ‘journalistic’ garb, it can be 

argued that Lowell uses the ellipsis in his archiving of the tension between the memories of loss associated 

with the Second World War, and the period of prosperity through which many have perceived America as 

moving during the 1950’s: The United States stood ‘at the summit of the world’, claimed Winston Chur-

chill.3 By regularly anticipating his use of the ellipsis with the discussion of death, Lowell generates an 

abrasion between tone and subject matter; using death to establish an inherently terminal thematic focus, 

whilst the ellipses indicate discussion of a less definitive nature. In ‘The Banker’s Daughter’, [King Henry] 

‘asks the queen to die …’ ; Ford Madox Ford is observed ‘marrying, blowing … nearly dying’ during the 

eponymously titled poem, and Lowell discloses that ‘no one had died […] in [his] life time …’ by way of 

‘My Last Afternoon with Uncle Devereux Wilson’. 4 Such friction between tone and subject matter arguably 

mirrors the antithetical personality of 1950’s America; cleft between the boom of post-war-prosperity - rep-

resented via the ellipsis and its provision of what Sarah Dessen describes as a ‘hinting at the future’ -  and 

the casualties of the second world war, for whom Lowell’s death motif acts as a form of memento mori.5

Lowell’s use of metre in relation to his positioning of ellipses further highlights the friction between 

theme and punctuative character, enabling the poet to present the past - represented by his death motif - as a 

period from which emotional closure cannot be gleaned. Such an effect can be observed at work within the 

‘The Banker’s Daughter’. King Henry ‘feared the fate of kings who died in sport …’, the poet’s boisterously 

regular metre concedes.6 Following the terminal, monosyllabic stress of ‘sport’ (ensured via Lowell’s use of 

iambic pentameter), the reader finds oneself suddenly suspended in the silence of ellipsis - the hard kick of 

‘sport’ dissipating into unexpected rumination. It is as though we have marched across a hard, pebble strewn 

beach - felt the thump of each metric stone with every step - to suddenly find ourselves teetering on the 

shoreline: startled by the lapping ellipsis stretched before us. This sense of suspension is furthered through 

Lowell’s inversion of metre in the following line. Shifting from the iambic to the trochaic, the poet ensures 

that a heavy stress sits behind ‘murder’, the strength of which subsequently shatters the quiet contemplation 

of the prior ellipsis. In this sense, one might argue that Lowell uses the ellipsis in his efforts to document the 

emotional undulation felt by America’s Eisenhower Era . The poet spoke as ‘no one else could for America 

in a dark time’, comments Colm Tbin - caught as it was between war (symbolised by phrases of hard metric 

quality) and peace (represented by the quiet ellipses).7

Strand is not alone in his interpretation of Life Studies as reflective of societal incident. ‘If you [Low-

ell] write about the death of an uncle, you’re writing about the origins of New England – and if I write about 

the death of an Uncle, it’s just some man in Nova Scotia’ observed Elizabeth Bishop, further highlighting her 

addressee’s use of poetry as a medium through which he comments on historical events.8 However, it might 

be argued that Lowell’s poetry offers not only an exploration of the collective, external histories of which his 

readership may have shared experience, but also of the internal histories of memory, and the extent to which 

personal recollections might be seen as disconnected from the present. In ‘My Last Afternoon with Uncle 

Devereux’, Lowell uses ellipses of varying lengths - from the conventional three-dot ‘internal’ ellipsis, to the 

four-dot ‘terminal’ variation, (defined by John Lennard as a ‘four dot form comprising ellipsis+full stop’), to 

one example of the five-dot form - to illustrate memory’s ambiguous relationship with both the present and 

the future. 9

‘… A sail-coloured horse browsing in the bulrushes …

A fluff of the west wind puffing

my blouse, kiting me over our seven chimneys,

troubling the waters….’

                                                                             (p.34) 

So, Lowell describes the memory of childhood imaginings. If we understand the ellipsis as indicative of a 

‘trailing off’ into the persona’s stream of consciousness - a territory removed from the immediate threats 

of time - then perhaps Lowell is using the set of consecutive dots to illustrate the eternal nature of memory 
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in the mind of the one who recalls it. Lowell’s bracketing of ‘a sail coloured horse’ with two conventional 

three-dot ellipses allows the memorial image of the animal to sit untethered by the restraints of alternative 

punctuation: the memory floats, suspended within the stanza, cushioned between ellipses - and hence safe 

within the territory of Lowell’s consciousness, immune from temporal effect. However, by closing the tercet 

with a terminal ellipsis, Lowell complicates his presentation of memory. Through the terminal ellipses’ 

incorporation of the end stop the punctuation point arguably becomes essentially contradictory. The brows-

ing horse at first appears fully liberated into its eternal memorial existence via the stretching dot-trio, only 

to be ultimately fossilized by the concluding end stop. It is as though Lowell had initially decided to present 

the memory as temporally independent - liberated from its role in the past and the future - only to change 

his mind; using the terminal end stop to tie said recollection firmly into the domain of the poem, and the 

events of the past it is used to chronicle. Lowell’s presentation of memory is complicated further should we 

consider the order in which the poet structures his terminal ellipsis. Might it be argued that, in fact, Lowell 

meant the first dot of the terminal quartet to represent the end stop - indicating an initial decision to present 

the memory he describes as fully concluded, and banished to the realm of the past – only to then change his 

mind and release his memory into the domain of consciousness? The five-dot ellipsis following the ‘quack-

ing of the decoys …..’ introduces yet another layer of conflict: with five-dots arguably indicating a further 

U-turn in Lowell’s understanding of memory’s relationship with time.10

Should the reader understand Lowell’s use of the ellipsis as a tool with which he liberates memo-

ry from the constraints of the past, it is also of note to consider the poems in which he chooses not to take 

advantage of such an effect.  Throughout Lowell’s in propria persona collection, the poet presents his father 

as a flawed character. Documenting commander Lowell’s frequent loss of employment (‘he was soon fired’ 

and ‘hummed whenever he left a job’ ), his ‘squander[ing]’ of money and abusive relationship with alcohol 

(‘father swayed as if on deck-duty’), Lowell portrays a troubled paternal figure.11 The fact that the recurrence 

of the ellipses used during the poems dedicated to commander Lowell’s memory falls from a mere two uses 

in ‘Commander Lowell’ –  the poet’s ‘anti-elegy’, quips Peter Crash -  to their complete disappearance in the 

poems that follow – ‘Terminal Days at Beverly Farms’, ‘Father’s Bedroom’, ‘For Sale’ – arguably suggests 

Lowell’s yearning to anchor the memories of his father in the past. 12 Unlike the poet’s fond recollections 

of his Grandfather  (‘I want to stay with Grandpa!’ an indignant little Lowell yells in ‘My Last Afternoon’), 

many of which are afforded their sense of free reign within the poet’s stream of consciousness via Lowell’s  

10 Lowell, p.34
11 Lowell, p.43; p.44; p.45
12 Peter Crash, ‘Robert Lowell: Life Studies’, Bookmark Longer Poem series, 2 [n.d], p.8, <https://www2.le.ac.uk/offices/en-
glish-association/publications/bookmarks/longer-poems-bookmarks/Lowell.pdf>, accessed 29.10.19; p. 45 ;p.47; p.48

use of ellipses, Lowell’s Father is denied similar treatment.13 Hence, one might consider the absence of the 

ellipsis as equally instrumental in Lowell’s exploration of memory, and the bond it keeps with time. 

Although Lowell’s ellipses are arguably used in the presentation of time as a divided quantitative me-

dium - the happenings of the present do not seem to act as a cure for the bruises inflicted by history, nor does 

the poet suggest that memory is always welcome in the advances of the future - it might also be suggested 

that the ellipsis is equally active in Lowell’s portrayal of time as tracing a cyclical trajectory without divi-

sive borders. Jerome Mazzaro argues that Lowell, influenced by his Catholic faith and the related writings 

of Christopher Dawson, made a theme of what Dawson describes as the ‘destruction of the old order giving 

birth to the new one which will in turn pass away when its rime is ripe’ throughout Life Studies.14 Although 

the poet had abandoned his faith by the date of his collection’s publishing in 1959, evidence of Lowell’s 

continued preoccupation with the ‘old’ cyclically inclined ‘order’ might arguably be gleaned from habitual 

use of the dot-dot-dot. The ellipsis allows Lowell’s imagery to trip and tread into its neighbouring medita-

tion; through said lack of hard punctuative conclusion, one might argue that the poet uses the dot-dot-dot to 

foreground the cyclical imagery at work in his collection. The pattern of oceanic imagery throughout Life 

Studies, for example, is mirrored and emphasised through the placement of Lowell’s rolling ellipses. Lowell 

remembers his ‘sailor blouse’, and how his Mother’s ‘bedroom looked away from the ocean’ whilst ‘Daddy 

was on sea duty’ as ‘a naval officer’: the sea is frequently associated with familial memory.15 The tidal nature 

of the ocean’s movement – rocking back and forth as the earth spins in its own dizzy circle – might be con-

sidered further evidence of Lowell’s presentation of temporal landscape as of cyclical essence. Hence, the 

ellipsis enables Lowell to highlight the cyclical focus of his poetry. 

Inconclusive, running in circles or wholly decided; Lowell possessed ‘a more complex mind, God 

knows, than I possess myself’, the poet’s contemporary and fellow Bostonion Kathleen Spivack admits.16 It is 

a confession with which any reader of Lowell’s might readily sympathise. Did the poet hope that his ellipses 

might aid a depiction of the three time periods as entirely distinct from one another - of the events of the past 

as refusing to engage in conversation with those of the present or future? Or did he rather intend to present 

the-time-trio as in constant, unavoidable contact with one another due to the cyclical motions through which 

they move? Lowell’s use of the ellipsis, then, proves no exception amidst the largely ‘complex’ product of the 

poet’s ‘mind’. But perhaps the difficulty encountered by Lowell’s reader in their attempt to settle on any sin-

gle, isolated understanding of Lowell’s dot-dot-dot(-dot) serves to replicate the poet’s own regularly inconclu-
13 Lowell, p.31.
14 Christopher Dawson, quoted by Jermome Mazzaro, Robert Lowell and America (United States of America: Xlibris, 2002), p. 
18. 
15 Lowell, p. 35; p.51; p.43
16 Toibin, min 02.18 

https://www2.le.ac.uk/offices/english-association/publications/bookmarks/longer-poems-bookmarks/Lowell.pdf
https://www2.le.ac.uk/offices/english-association/publications/bookmarks/longer-poems-bookmarks/Lowell.pdf
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sive understanding of the variable realities with which he engaged. Lurching as he did between faith and lack 

thereof, from wartime days into periods of peace - it is, perhaps, of little wonder that Lowell appears to deny 

his reader of the opportunity to reach any absolute conclusion concerning his poetry’s punctuative features; 

Lowell was ‘constitutionally immune to any stultifying permanence of either form or spirit’, argues Katie 

Peterson.17 Hence, just as the ellipsis refuses to facilitate absolute conclusion – stretching instead through and 

beyond the solid constraints of ‘permanence’ associated with those alternate, more decisive end stops – so too 

did Lowell find himself unable to draw any hard and fast conclusions concerning his relationship with his past, 

future - and present. 
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Smells and Bells
An Analysis of Abjection in ‘Goblin Market’

Charlie Graff

‘The ultimate problem of knowledge is the same as that of consumption. No one can both 
know and not be destroyed; no one can both consume wealth and increase it.’ - Georges Ba-

taille1

Introduction

In her essay on Christina Rossetti’s ‘Goblin Market’ (1862), Heather McAlpine reflects on the ambivalence 

of orality in the poem, saying the following: 

‘Oral imagery in “Goblin Market” embodies an extraordinary interchange of the grotesque 

and the sacred by emphasizing the importance of closing the body to the temptations of the 

flesh, while simultaneously celebrating the interpenetration of the self and physical manifes-

tations of the divine, especially in the eucharist.’2

The ambivalence, I will argue, is in fact symptomatic of a larger problematic underpinning Rossetti’s Trac-

tarianism: the need for Tractarians to secure the connection between Anglicanism and the pre-Reformation 

Church. The issue was by no means trivial to the Tractarians; for John Henry Newman, ‘[i]t was a matter 

of life and death to us to show it.’3 It consisted in both disavowing Roman Catholic ‘superstitions’, such as 

the ‘wicked heresy’ of transubstantiation, so as to maintain Tractarian adherence to the Thirty-Nine Articles, 

whilst also affirming the liturgical practices of the pre-Reformation Church that were commonly associated 

with Roman Catholicism, such as weekly communion and confession.4 The goal was, in short, to preserve 

the ‘smells and bells’ of Christendom without lapsing into what the Tractarians believed was idolatry and 

superstition.5 But why was this a matter of life and death? This essay will attempt to answer that question by 

arguing that Rossetti’s Tractarianism, as espoused in ‘Goblin Market’, is driven by both an ethics of jouis-

sance (in opposition to Reformation asceticism), and an ethics of sublimation (in opposition to Papal doc-

trine). These two elements constitute the poem’s theological and ethical core: the test of faith or purification 

rite, which I will come to define as the sublimation of the abject.
1 Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share, trans. by Robert Hurley (New York: Zone Books, 1991), p. 74.
2 Heather McAlpine, ‘”Would Not Open Lip From Lip” Sacred Orality and the Christian Grotesque in Christina Rossetti’s “Gob-
lin Market”’, in Victorian Review, 36.1, (2010), 114-118 (p. 114).
3 John Henry Newman, Apologia Pro Vita Sua (London: Longman, Green, Longman, Roberts, and Green, 1864), p. 231 in , 
<https://archive.org/details/a676961900newmuoft/page/n3> [accessed 20 December 2019].
4 John Cosin, Tracts for the Times: Tract 28 (London: 1834), in , <http://anglicanhistory.org/tracts/tract28.html> [accessed 20 
December 2019].
5 Jan Marsh, Christina Rossetti: A Writer’s Life (New York: Viking Penguin, 1995), p. 56.

I - Before Sin, Before Word

 Before we can consider the purification rite, however, we must grasp what it is that is being purified. 

Rossetti personally insisted that the poem itself is not simply allegorical, and this is attested to by the poem’s 

treatment of Laura’s seduction at the hands of the goblins.6 When Lizzie warns her sister of the goblin fruit, 

she does not condemn her sister for being tempted by the goblins, but rather warns her that ‘Their evil gifts 

would harm us.’7 The fate of Jeanie is also not presented as a just punishment by a benevolent deity, but rath-

er as a lamentable tragedy; 

 ‘She thought of Jeanie in her grave, 

  Who should have been a bride; 

  But who, for joys brides hope to have 

  Fell sick and died’8. 

There is here both an invocation of the biblical Fall and a subversion of it. It is as if Sin is gestured at, 

but not yet named as such. The fate of the one who eats the forbidden fruit is not yet subsumed within the 

symbolic order, as it is in Genesis when the Lord punishes Adam, saying, ‘Cursed is the ground because of 

you’.9 So what is this thing which attracts and destroys us, but is not yet named ‘Sin’? In her book Powers of 

Horror, Julia Kristeva develops a concept of the abject, a primordial object of disgust and fascination which 

‘simultaneously beseeches and pulverizes the subject’ and ‘does not respect borders, positions, rules’.10 It 

exists both logically and diachronically prior to language and the symbolic realm, thus belonging to the terri-

tory of the pre-verbal animal.11 Insofar as the narrative voice and characters seem to have little conception of 

Sin, Rossetti positions Laura and Lizzie at the mercy of an evil not yet named and thereby not yet repressed 

within the symbolic order. It is a ‘pseudo-object that is made up before but appears only within the gaps of 

secondary [symbolic] repression.’ Preceding this secondary, linguistic repression is a primary repression, 

abjection, and its “object”, the abject.12 Not only does Rossetti invoke the animalistic in her descriptions of 

the goblins, but her language in doing so becomes contradictory and confused, reflecting a transgression of 

the borders of signification on the part of the signified goblins:

6 Marsh, p. 229.
7 Christina Rossetti, ‘Goblin Market’ <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44996/goblin-market> [accessed 20 December 
2019], l. 66.
8 Rossetti, ll. 312-315
9 Genesis 3:17.
10 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror, trans. by Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982), pp. 4-5.
11 Kristeva, pp. 5,12.
12 Kristeva, p. 12.
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‘Came towards her hobbling,

Flying, running, leaping,

Puffing and blowing,

Chuckling, clapping, crowing,

Clucking and gobbling,

Mopping and mowing,

[...]

Cat-like and rat-like,

Ratel and wombat-like,

Snail-paced in a hurry,

Parrot-voiced and whistler,

Helter-skelter, hurry-skurry, 

Chattering like magpies,

Fluttering like pigeons,

Gliding like fishes,—13’

They are always described as a group, or rather an incomprehensible pack, conveyed entirely through 

disparate, irreconcilable metonyms. Their movement is contradictory (‘hobbling’ and ‘leaping’, or, ‘Snail-

paced in a hurry’), and, while the pack is always analogised with various animals, it can never be identi-

fied with any of them (‘Cat-like and rat-like’, or, ‘Chattering like magpies’). Because of the the seemingly 

infinite heterogeneity of the descriptions, the effect is that of being confronted with a unrecognisable mass 

in which parts can be hardly separated from the whole. The rhyme reflects this too, with the repetition of 

present participles in the first six lines of the passage conveying a relentless continuity of incommensurable 

action, as well as lulling the reader with repeated feminine rhymes. We see this also in the description of 

the goblin fruits with the suffix ‘-berries’ replacing ‘-ing’ in enforcing the feminine rhymes. The fruits, like 

the goblins seem to cross borders of signification through their animism: ‘Swart-headed mulberries / Wild 

free-born cranberries’.14 Both animal and vegetable, the goblin fruits form an infinitely heterogenous mass of 

fruit from entirely different climates ‘All ripe together / In summer weather’.15

The abject infects by failing to respect the boundaries of identity between itself and the fascinated 

subject and pulverises the subject by forcing it to identify with a jettisoned non-object.16 Such is the manner 

13 Rossetti, ll. 331-336, 340-347.
14 Rossetti, ll. 10-11.
15 Rossetti, ll. 15-16.
16 Kristeva, p. 2.

in which Laura is infected and pulverised by the abject upon consuming the goblin fruit. Her identity and de-

sire become entangled with an object that she can no longer find, causing her to become jettisoned, or made 

‘absent’, from herself:

Next churned butter, whipped up cream,  a

[...]

Lizzie with an open heart,    c

Laura in an absent dream,    a

One content, one sick in part;               c

One warbling for the mere bright day’s delight, d

One longing for the night.17               d

Laura is described as absent, sick, and longing for the night. The lines describing Laura couple in the 

rhyme scheme with earlier lines (cream/dream, heart/part, delight/night) reflecting a temporal dislocation 

or ‘looking back’, whereas the lines describing Lizzie couple with later ones (heart/part, delight/night). All 

except the rather subtle consonance between ‘absent’ and ‘content’ in which Laura’s adjective anticipates the 

rhyme of Lizzie’s, perhaps foreshadowing Lizzie sharing in her sister’s misfortune (‘Till Laura, dwindling, / 

Seemed knocking at Death’s door: / Then Lizzie weighed no more / Better and worse’).18

II - Delighted To Death

 Having seen how the abject infects and pulverises, it may be difficult to understand how one could be 

drawn towards it. Certainly, in Genesis, no real attempt is made to understand Eve’s act of transgression, she 

is simply ‘deceived’.19 Again, however, we see Rossetti subtly subverting the biblical paratext by answering 

a question the bible does not seem interested in: what does the fruit of knowledge taste like? Kristeva claims 

that the abject is in fact constructed by jouissance by means of the fascinated subject identifying with the 

infinite heterogeneity she normally abjects in order to preserve her identity.20 Which is to say seeking a joy 

beyond the ego-centric pleasure principle. This is not at all lost on Rossetti, and she makes sure to present 

self-abjection and identity destabilisation, as well as the pain it brings, in the encounter between Laura and 

the goblins: ‘She clipped a precious golden lock, / She dropped a tear more rare than pearl… She sucked 

until her lips were sore.’21 Laura’s identity signifier, the golden lock, which allows her to constitute herself as 
17 Rossetti, ll. 207, 210-214.
18 Rossetti, ll. 320-323.
19 Genesis 3:13.
20 Kristeva, p. 9.
21 Rossetti, ll. 126-127, 136.
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belonging to the ‘inside’, as being homologous to her twin sister, is abjected. The tear and the aching signify 

the emotional and physical pain, respectively,  incurred by the jouissance. Most interesting, however, is the 

monetary valued assigned to the hair by both the narrative voice and the goblins by the word ‘golden’ (not to 

mention the tear ‘more rare than pearl’). For Rossetti, the economic sense of jouissance is important here, in 

that abjection is a form of expenditure, or wastage. Bataille puts it very well: ‘Accumulated wealth has noth-

ing but a subordinate value, but wealth that is wasted or destroyed has, to the eyes of those that waste it, or 

destroy it, a sovereign value.’22 John Lechte, speaking about the relationship between Bataille’s and Kriste-

va’s work, comments on this wastage; ‘This expenditure is what will constitute jouissance [sic] in Kristeva’s 

theoretical universe.’23 It is this overreaching of the pleasure principle that gives the fruit its blasphemous 

power, that makes it ‘Sweeter than honey from the rock, / Stronger than man-rejoicing wine’.24

Building upon these two images of divine food, it is important to return to an earlier point made 

about the Anglican disavowal of transubstantiation. In Tracts for the Times, Bishop Cosin states that the Real 

Presence of Christ in the Eucharist ‘is to be understood in a sacramental and mystic sense; and that no gross 

and carnal presence of body and blood can be maintained by them.’25 It is in this sense that the Real Presence 

does not imply that the Eucharist feeds the body, but that ‘the Flesh of CHRIST feeds our souls unto eternal 

life.’26 A curious parallel appears between the Eucharist and the goblin fruit appears here, seemingly before 

the moment it is meant to (Lizzie feeding Laura the goblin fruit from her body). Just as the Eucharist does 

not feed the body, but feeds the soul eternal life, so too does the goblin fruit fail to feed the body, but rather 

feeds jouissance to a subject seeking to communicate with their limit, the abject. These two concepts are 

not the same, of course, but their similarities and differences will help with the next step in our analysis, the 

sublimation of the abject.

III - The Purification Rite

Kristeva describes sublimation as ‘the possibility of naming the pre-nominal’. She goes on to say, 

‘In the symptom [the part of the ego identifying with the abject], the abject permeates me, I become abject. 

Through sublimation, I keep it under control.’ It is in this sense that the abject becomes the condition for the 

production of the sublime for Kristeva: ‘the sublime is a something added that expands us, overstrains us, 

and causes us to be both here, as dejects, and there, as others and sparkling.’27 It is with this definition of the 

sublime that we will consider Lizzie’s test before the goblins:
22 Georges Bataille, The Trial of Gilles De Rais, trans. by Richard Robinson (Los Angeles: Amok, 1991), p. 44-45.
23 John Lechte, Julia Kristeva (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 74.
24 Rossetti, ll. 129-130.
25  John Cosin, Tracts for the Times: Tract 27 (London: 1834), in , <http://anglicanhistory.org/tracts/tract27.html> [accessed 20 
December 2019].
26 Cosin, Tract 28.
27 Kristeva, pp. 11-12.

  ‘White and golden Lizzie stood,

Like a lily in a flood,--

Like a rock of blue-veined stone

Lashed by tides obstreperously,--

Like a beacon left alone

In a hoary roaring sea,

Sending up a golden fire,—28’

First, the evocation of the Virgin Mary in the ‘rock of blue-veined stone’ is of note. Not only does 

the image evoke divine chastity, but it does so through reference to the valuable stone lapis lazuli being 

preserved against the obstreperous tide’s attempt to wash away and squander it (this tide evokes the brook, 

the liminal point of exchange between inside and outside in the poem). Again, the gold of Lizzie’s hair is 

evoked, but now it is not abjected in exchange for jouissance, but rather set ablaze as a beacon, perhaps 

suggestive of the etymological root of the word purification, the greek πῦρ, meaning ‘fire’. This moment 

also anticipates Laura’s purification rite wherein ‘Her locks streamed like a torch’.29 Following this, Lizzie 

‘laughed in heart to feel the drip / Of juice that syrupped all her face.’30 It is important that we understand 

this laughter not as a signifier of pleasure, but rather of a jouissance experienced through a sublimation of 

the abject. What Lizzie has done is experience the abject without abjecting herself, without giving a part 

of her self away. The silver penny is thrown back to her by the goblin men precisely because it is merely 

currency and not bodily excretion, not a tear or lock of hair. This operation brings the abject under control. 

The fruit are no longer infinitely heterogenous but become named by Lizzie as ‘my juices’. The unnameable 

has been named. The abject has been purified, made sacramental. It is at this point only that the ambivalent 

orality described by McAlpine comes into play, and the fruit juices take on their Eucharistic powers. The 

jouissance proper to the Catholic ‘smells and bells’ is affirmed, thereby banishing Reformation asceticism. 

At the same time, the idolatrous lapse into the abject is not only prevented but sublimated into the sacramen-

tal symbolic order. Rossetti seems to have dramatised a communion proper to the pre-Reformation Church, 

and also proper to the Thirty-Nine Articles, in which the Eucharist is not transubstantiated, and functions as 

a sacrament for the faithful and a condemnation for the ‘wicked’.31

28 Rossetti, ll. 408-414.
29 Rossetti, l. 500.
30 Rossetti, ll. 433-434.
31 The Thirty-Nine Articles, <http://anglicansonline.org/basics/thirty-nine_articles.html> [accessed 20 December 2019].
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IV - Conclusion: A Matter of Life and Death

 It is perhaps worth noting, at this juncture, that the theorists I have used to analyse ‘Goblin Market’ 

are not Anglicans and would not in any way endorse the validity of the theological doctrine I have used their 

theories to explore. Bataille says of Christianity, ‘The realm of sacred things is composed of the pure and of 

the impure. Christianity rejected impurity. It rejected guilt without which sacredness is impossible since only 

the violation of a taboo can open the way to it.’32 The purview of this essay being literary, not philosophical 

or theological, it is not in my place to comment on this. If history can prove anything (a dubious prospect), it 

seems the Tractarians lost the life or death struggle, and ended up becoming effectively assimilated into Ro-

man Catholicism after widespread controversy following Tract 90, the tract in which John Henry Newman 

attempted to bring together pre-Reformation doctrine and the Thirty-Nine Articles once and for all. Perhaps 

Bataille was right to say that Christianity was misguided in its attempt to build a religion free of impurity. 

Perhaps the theological chasm between Protestant asceticism and Catholic jouissance cannot be bridged. 

Nevertheless, Rossetti’s ‘Goblin Market’ attempted to build this bridge. Its truth and power at least attests 

to a sincere faith on the part of Rossetti, and a valiant fight in the struggle of life and death for a Christianity 

that may have been.

32 Georges Bataille, Eroticism: Death & Sensuality, trans. by Mary Dalwood (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1962), p. 121.
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‘Greedy lookes’ and ‘sterv’d eyes’: exploring the relationship between desire and transgression in 

Lady Mary Wroth’s Pamphilia to Amphilanthus

Layla Savage

Mary Wroth’s sonnet sequence Pamphilia to Amphilanthus (1621) was an ‘unprecedented venture into the 

emphatically secular territory of erotic fiction and lyric’ at a time when other women were writing transla-

tions or religious verse, suggesting an element of desire and transgression in the very nature of her work.1 

The sonnet sequence is written from the voice of Pamphilia, exploring the various emotions of love, doubt, 

and jealousy she has towards her lover Amphilanthus, being aware of his unfaithfulness. In considering the 

relationship between desire and transgression in Pamphilia to Amphilanthus, it is particularly interesting to 

focus on the motif of the eye, and modes of seeing and watching. Not only does Wroth’s sonnet sequence 

offer a reversal of the Petrarchan ‘male gaze’ in looking upon her beloved from the female persona of Pam-

philia, but also inverts this gaze back on to herself to explore the self and the nature of subjectivity. 

 This dynamic is evident in P39, in which Pamphilia explores her awareness of being watched, and 

subsequently subverts this gaze by becoming an active participant in being looked at and deflecting her 

observers. In her subversion of the male gaze, there is not a direct reversal of the established Petrarchan 

mode by creating a blazon of the male form, but a complex inversion that targets those watching her. Indeed, 

Gary F. Waller notes how Pamphilia ‘has to absorb and neutralize metaphors that have been encultured by 

dominant male practice’ in order to create her own agency and authority within the existing framework.2 

Pamphilia uses the gazes upon her as something to resist and push against. By starting from the position of 

being observed by ‘all watching eyes’ (l. 5), she questions what it means for a woman to become active in 

the structure of watching, and by extension, desire.3

 Waller also notes how in the Petrarchan tradition, ‘the man can make sure that the woman “exhibits”: 

that is, she knows she is being seen’ (p. 150), and Pamphilia is clearly aware of this. Instead of coquettish re-

sponse to being watched, Pamphilia has a tone of paranoia in P39, worried for her own eyes ‘Lest they beet-

ray my harts most secrett thought’ (l. 2) to those watching her. Elsewhere in the sequence she takes solace in 

being alone and the freedom that affords her, such as P26 where she expresses that ‘The joy which I take, is 

that free from eyes / I sitt’ (ll. 5-6). By contrast, in P39, rather than attempting to avoid or avert others’ gaze, 

Pamphilia takes possession and control of it. It is the choice to watch back that gives her power and under-

mines others’ authority, heightening transgressive nature of Pamphilia’s own actions. Despite the tone of 

secrecy and caution at the start of the poem, the third stanza marks an important turning point as Pamphilia 

returns the gaze, urging her eyes ‘Then looke, and looke with joy for conquest won’ (l. 9). The repetition of 

‘looke’ shows her assertion and implies a strength in the intention of her actions, while the wish that those 

who had gazed upon her ‘lett them themselves looke blinde / Watch, gaze, and marke till they to madnes 

runn,’ (ll. 11-12) shows the dominance that she has created for herself by forcing them to drive themselves to 

blindness and madness. 

 Motifs of the visual also function in the creation of the self, as Salzman notes how this poem ‘consid-

ers how to preserve a self that is under constant scrutiny’ by relentless eyes.4 There are moments of Pamphil-

ia’s interior vulnerability to counter her assertiveness, such as the vivid image of ‘those that search’d your 

hurt’ (l. 10), showing the invasiveness of the eyes of those that ‘search’d’ her and implying a sense of vio-

lence. Indeed, this preservation of the self is supported by addressing the poem to her own eyes, encouraging 

them to ‘Bee true unto your selves’ (l. 3), perhaps again showing how the gaze gains truth when internalised, 

and so examines the self more intensely. The volta of the poem turns back to Pamphilia’s eyes, and while 

throughout the poem is a sense of the constriction of being watched, the final tone is one of triumphant satis-

faction, as Pamphilia’s own eyes are ‘contented’ that they ‘injoye full sight of love’ (ll. 13-14), showing her 

to be taking active pleasure and satisfaction in reclaiming ownership and agency over her desires. 

 Alongside the motifs of vision, images of appetite and satisfaction are also used to express desire and 

transgression. In P98, Pamphilia notes her ‘greedy lookes’ (l. 2) at Amphilanthus, and her ‘sterv’d eyes’ (l. 

11) when she has not seen him, suggesting the essential nature of her feelings of desire. This poem comes 

from the corona in the middle of the sequence, ‘A Crowne of Sonetts dedicated to Love’. Inspired by her 

father’s unfinished corona of thirteen sonnets, Wroth included one of fourteen, and also wrote it for ‘a more 

universalised concept of love’ rather than a specific beloved, as was tradition.5 Perhaps this could be said to 

show Wroth’s own ambition through altering the precedents set in the form and tempering them for her own 

use. 

 By contrast to P39 where the opposition is between the gaze of Pamphilia and those watching her, 

in P98 the conflict is internal. Pamphilia inverts the gaze on to herself and the strain created is psycholog-

ical. She expresses that when looking at Amphilanthus ‘Fear and desire did inwardly contend; / Feare to 

be mark’d, desire to drawe still neere’ (ll. 3-4), drawing out the tension between these contradictory forces 

through the parallel structure of the lines. In analysing the self, there is a tone of uncertainty, as the ‘speritt’ 

that would appear in Pamphilia’s soul is said to be both ‘which boldnes waranted’, yet also ‘did pretend / 

To bee my genius’ (ll. 5-6). Perhaps it is the fact that Pamphilia is free from being watched by others that 

enables her to interrogate herself and explore these contradictions. In these moments she is not bound by the 
4 Paul Salzman, ‘Mary Wroth’s Poetry: An Electronic Edition’ <http://wroth.latrobe.edu.au/critical-introduction.html>, posted 
15.06.12, accessed 25.03.19
5 Josephine A. Roberts, ed., Lady Mary Wroth, The Poems of Lady Mary Wroth (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University, 1992), 
p. 127

http://wroth.latrobe.edu.au/critical-introduction.html
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constancy of her love for Amphilanthus, but is able to explore her own subjectivity. Indeed, Fineman notes 

how imagery of the visual serves not only for its recognition of beauty, but ‘functions to objectify the rhetor-

ical self-consciousness’, showing the importance of the introspective gaze.6 Pamphilia considers how ‘such 

unworthynes in mee did rest’ (l. 10), locating her desire as something formed from within herself, rather than 

directly tied to Amphilanthus, the object of her desire.

 Fineman also discusses the ‘extralinguistic correspondence’ (p. 32) developed through verbal repe-

tition, such as the dynamic between ‘eye’ and ‘I’. This finds particular relevance in the final couplet of P98, 

‘Yet in my hart unseene of jealous eye / The truer Image shall in triumph lye.’ (ll. 13-14) We hear the sep-

aration of heart and eye, yet perhaps there is also the implication that jealousy has consumed the entire ‘I’ 

(indeed, an argument could potentially be made for the aural possibilities of ‘lye’, as in both to ‘lay’ and to 

‘lie’).  While O’Hara writes that the revelation of P98 is that ‘the love Pamphilia and Amphilanthus share 

goes beyond any outside threat’, there seems to be a limit to this. 7 Though there clearly is a sense of reso-

lution and unity in the final couplet, the love of Pamphilia and Amphilanthus does not appear to be entirely 

beyond threat. By the end of the sonnet, Pamphilia is aware of her fundamental conflict between the heart 

and eyes, raising the question of whether the instability of the self undermines the constancy of her love for 

Amphilanthus. 

 Imagery of eyes and watching are prevalent throughout Pamphilia to Amphilanthus and are vital to 

the exploration of the dynamics between desire and transgression. Not only do they allow Wroth to create a 

female perspective through which to interrogate and expand the possibilities of the sonnet sequence, a form 

in which the voice had been conditioned by her male predecessors, but also for the speaker to invert the gaze 

upon herself, creating a new mode of desire expressed, one predominantly concerned with the subjective 

experience and contradictions of the self. 

Bibliography

Primary Texts

Wroth, Mary, The Poems of Lady Mary Wroth, ed. by Josephine A. Roberts (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University, 1992)

6 Joel Fineman, Shakespeare’s Perjured Eye: The Invention of Poetic Subjectivity in the Sonnets (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1986), p. 107
7 Susan Lauffer O’Hara, The Theatricality of Mary Wroth’s Pamphilia to Amphilanthus: Unmasking Conventions in Court (Penn-
sylvania: Susquehanna University Press: 2011), p. 184

Secondary Texts

Fineman, Joel, Shakespeare’s Perjured Eye: The Invention of Poetic Subjectivity in the Sonnets (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986)

Kinney, Clare R., ‘More lively, parfett, lasting, and more true’: Mary Wroth’s Indefensible Apologies for Poesy’, in History of British Women’s Writing, 1610-
1690: Volume Three, ed. by Mihoko Suzuki (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), pp. 155-170

Marotti, Arthur F. ‘Love is not love”: Elizabethan Sonnet Sequences and the Social Order’, ELH, 49.2 (Summer 1982), 396-428

O’Hara, Susan Lauffer, The Theatricality of Mary Wroth’s Pamphilia to Amphilanthus: Unmasking Conventions in Court (Pennsylvania: Susquehanna University 
Press:  2011)

Roberts, Josephine A., Introduction, Lady Mary Wroth, The Poems of Lady Mary Wroth  (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University, 1992)

Salzman, Paul, ‘Mary Wroth’s Poetry: An Electronic Edition’, <http://wroth.latrobe.edu.au/critical-introduction.html>, accessed 25.03.19

Sanchez, Melissa E., Erotic Subjects: The Sexuality of Politics in Early Modern English  Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011)

Waller, Gary F. The Sidney Family Romance: Mary Wroth, William Herbert, and the Early Modern Construction of Gender (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
1993)

http://wroth.latrobe.edu.au/index.html


278 279

‘Why should I not admit it?’ - memory and self-deception in Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day

Gruff Kennedy

Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day is a novel centred around memory, and its narrator, the preposter-

ously traditional butler Stevens, a perfect case study in ‘self-deception’. His journey throughout the novel is 

a prolonged exercise in evading the truths of the past. Stevens’ true persona is revealed through his account 

of his memories: they are hazy, malleable, employed to aid his narrative at times and inadvertently betraying 

its inherent falsehood at others. 

Stevens is a fascinating character; an almost comically exaggerated depiction of a traditional prim-

and-proper butler who is, nevertheless, deeply human. His dedication to his role is significant when consid-

ering his memory; for he is so deeply bound up in the office of ‘butler’ that he seems to have almost no other 

identity. He insists that a ‘butler of any quality must be seen to inhabit his role, utterly and fully; he cannot 

be seen casting it aside one moment simply to don it again the next as though it were nothing more than a 

pantomime costume’.1 Though perhaps merely an overly pompous declaration of character from a purist of 

the trade, this sentence conceals multitudes. As Salecl notes, ‘avoidance of desire is linked to the profession 

of butler’ in Stevens’ mind.2 As he believes the purity of his role is rooted in avoiding desire and agency, 

when looking back across his time at Darlington Hall he must therefore either reckon with inconvenient 

truths, or convince himself of a false narrative which fits his beliefs. That ‘dignity’ which he so values, and 

complete adherence to the job, is stripped from him by this struggle of memory. As a character, he is all the 

more poignant for the glimpses that his fragmented memories give the reader into the human self below the 

essentially inhuman façade.

It is unclear throughout the novel whether Stevens’ unreliable narration is purposeful ‘self-decep-

tion’, or simply due to the fog of distance and time. Though the latter interpretation is tempting- it is easy to 

rationalise, for one, and it goes a long way towards humanising Stevens, who is a wretched figure by the end 

of the novel- the former provides a significantly more interesting line of inquiry.

A prime cause of Stevens’ apparent need for ‘self-deception’ is the matter of his former master, Lord 

Darlington. Stevens is unable- or unwilling- to come to terms with Darlington’s alignment with the Nazis 

during the Second World War. This provides a thread of tension which runs throughout the entirety of Ste-

vens’ memories, and frequently exposes his attempts to evade the reality of what he recalls.

One rather mournful view is that, as he tearfully admits near close of the novel, Stevens has given 

1 Ishiguro, Kazuo, The Remains of the Day (London: Faber and Faber, 2005), p. 178 [further page references given inline]
2 Salecl, Renata, and Žižek, Slavoj, Gaze and Voice as Love Objects (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1996), p.184

his all to Lord Darlington: ‘I gave him the very best I had to give, and now- well- I find I do not have a great 

deal more left to give’ (pg 255). His fragmented and unreliable narration may simply represent this existen-

tial exhaustion. This humanist interpretation sees Stevens as entirely worn out, more a barely-held-together 

collection of signifiers for ‘butler’ than a human being. His frequent uncertainties- ‘I am not sure now if I 

ever proceeded to knock’ (pg 100), for example- could be considered evidence for this viewpoint. There is 

certainly enough of such material in the text that to dismiss Stevens’ emotional fatigue out of hand as either 

not present, or the product of conscious narrative manipulation, would be reductive.

However, Stevens’ complicity in Darlington’s undesirable behaviour precludes his weary psyche 

being the only explanation for his hazy narration. Ishiguro himself said this in an interview with Gregory 

Mason:

I’m interested in people who, in all sincerity, work very hard and perhaps courageously in their 

lifetimes toward something, fully believing that they’re contributing to something good, only to find that the 

social climate has done a topsy-turvy on them by the time they’ve reached the end of their lives.3

There is something profound in this which hints at the reason for Stevens’ obfuscation; his memories are 

arranged in such a way as to defend or excuse the behaviour of Lord Darlington, and therefore his own un-

easy participation in such unsavoury practises. Stevens devoted his entire life to Lord Darlington, inhabiting 

his role of butler and adviser to the utmost. He abnegated his private life to the extent that, in a heartbreak-

ing episode, he continues working while his own father dies in an upstairs room. To be told then after such 

all-consuming loyalty that he laboured in service of- if not evil- then at the very least immoral behaviour, 

would be an incomprehensible blow. See how he attempts to distance himself from the purge of the Jewish 

housemaids: ‘my every instinct opposed the idea of their dismissal. Nevertheless, my duty in this instance 

was quite clear’ (pg 156). He attempts to avoid culpability by deferring judgement on ‘the nature of Jewry... 

[to] his lordship’ (pg 158), but Miss Kenton, ever the voice of reason, points out that what is happening is 

‘simply- wrong’ (pg 157). 

Stevens’ memories betray him here; the pages he spends emphatically defending ‘one very minor 

episode in the thirties which has been blown up out of all proportion’ expose his insecurity. A chapter even 

opens with the line ‘let me clear up the matter of a supposed bar against Jewish persons on the staff’ (pg 

153): as the famous line from Hamlet has it, ‘the lady doth protest too much’. The episode of the dismissal 

of the Jewish housemaids perfectly lays bare Stevens’ dichotomy of thought; he is incapable of breaking his 

loyalty to Lord Darlington, but the knots he ties himself in regarding the issue reveal that his memories of 

3 Mason, Gregory, ‘An Interview with Kazuo Ishiguro’, Contemporary Literature 30.3 (Autumn 1989), p. 339
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the time make him profoundly uncomfortable. 

It is no wonder that Ishiguro refers to him as ‘kind of a monster’; Stevens-as-butler is a construct that 

has rendered him inhuman to the extent that even his memories serve merely as grist for the mill, the product 

being loyalty to his beloved, and now deceased master.4 Teo links this to Ricoeur’s theory of ‘the work of 

memory… overcoming obstacles through the act of remembering’, which is a fascinating viewpoint; Stevens 

is not merely passively experiencing the memories of his service under Lord Darlington, but actively recon-

stituting them to overcome the mental obstacle that his former master’s objectionable politics have put in 

front of him.

The hoops he makes his memories jump through in order to make them conform with his loyalty to 

Darlington, however, is nothing compared to the sheer tragic impact of his recollections of his interactions 

with Miss Kenton. Salecl takes a very interesting approach towards these recollections, linking the ‘remains 

of the day’ to the Freudian concept of ‘days residues’: 

the residues of the previous day, that acquire a new meaning in dreams… it can be said that the 

remains of the day concern primarily the memory of his relationship with Miss Kenton… These meetings 

are the “remains of the day” which function as residues that he cannot incorporate in his perfectionist con-

struction of an obsessive style of life. Stevens’ relationship with Miss Kenton is therefore the residue around 

which his unconscious braids, the residue that forces him to confront his desire.5

However, although that ‘residue’ forces Stevens to confront that desire, his resistance to its fundamental 

truth is stubborn and hard-wearing. He is in utter denial about the real purpose of his journey to the West 

Country to visit Miss Kenton, insisting that she is ‘just the factor needed to enable me to complete a fully 

satisfactory staff plan for Darlington Hall’ (pg 10) in the same farcically emphatic tone he employs when 

attempting to depict Lord Darlington as a man ‘of great moral stature’ (pg 132).

This purported reason for his trip dissolves in synchronicity with the journey he takes down to 

Cornwall, creating an intriguing parallel between the literal geographical distance from Darlington Hall 

that he covers, and the metaphorical distance from the culture of the Hall, and therefore his strictured role 

of ‘butler’. This twinned distance forces him to confront his true purpose in taking the journey: love, and a 

missed opportunity. This is revealed to the reader through examination of the memories he relates through 

his journey; for though he may bluster and obfuscate, willfully oblivious to the connection him and Miss 

Kenton sustained during their shared time at Darlington Hall, the reader is able to see between the lines, and 

4 Teo also references this concept: ‘Ishiguro describes this social requirement of the butler as something that will “erase the obvi-
ously human” from the butler’ (Kazuo Ishiguro and Memory, pg. 29)
5 Gaze and Voice..., pg. 182

gradually perceive the truth.

 In the morning of the second day of his journey, Stevens, prompted by Miss Kenton’s letter, recalls a 

number of significant interactions between her and him while at Darlington Hall. The first is a pitiful picture: 

Stevens’ father, as Miss Kenton puts it in her letter, ‘walking back and forth in front of the summerhouse, 

looking down at the ground as though he hoped to find some precious jewel he had dropped there’ (pg. 52). 

Stevens, remembering this, draws particular attention to ‘Miss Kenton’s figure, silhouetted against a win-

dow’ (pg 52) in what must have been a beautiful orange sunset. Ishiguro constructs an incredibly complex 

and vivid image in a mere paragraph; a tragic, beautiful, slightly hazy portrait of memory which reveals the 

compassion Miss Kenton was capable of, and exposes a crack in Stevens’ armour. Reading this passage feels 

like recalling a poignant memory, testament to Ishiguro’s unique skill at constructing scenes the reader can 

truly immerse themselves in. 

That Stevens takes the memory as an excuse to go into a pages-long account of his father’s work at 

Darlington Hall is sadly predictable. Again, Salecl’s observance holds true: Stevens’ role, no matter how 

irrelevant to the situation, is always employed as a means to avoid the truth of his desires. He has clearly, 

purposefully or otherwise, skirted around the point of the memory: that silhouetted image of Miss Kenton 

‘softly’ calling to him (pg. 52). An even more emotionally redolent memory of his time with Miss Kenton 

comes as he waits for her in the Rose Garden Hotel in Little Compton: Stevens is caught by a ‘fragment of a 

memory…’

 a moment that has for some reason remained with me vividly through the years. It is a recollection 

of standing alone in the back corridor before the closed door of Miss Kenton’s parlour… struck by the con-

viction that behind that very door, just a few yards from me, Miss Kenton was in fact crying. As I say, this 

moment has remained firmly embedded in my mind, as has the memory of the peculiar sensation I felt rising 

within me as I stood there like that. (pg. 222)

Teo names this as one of two ‘standing incidents’ in the novel, incidents which he argues ‘mark moments 

of indecision in Stevens’ life that hold significant implications for his relationship with Miss Kenton’.6 This 

is another truly arresting picture: Stevens’ linguistic hedging seems evidence of his reluctance, or inability, 

to confront the obvious desire that ‘memory of the peculiar sensation’ represents. His specific use of ‘struck 

by the conviction that…’, for example, as opposed to a more concrete construction such as the simple ‘she 

was’, allows doubt as to the veracity of Miss Kenton’s sorrow. That he is initially unclear whether this epi-

sode relates to the death of her beloved aunt, or, as he decides, ‘events that took place on an evening at least 

6 Teo, pg 32
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a few months after the death’, only makes the plight of Miss Kenton all the more heartbreaking. To be a little 

cynical, it also provides a mechanism through which Stevens can avoid his desire by casting doubt on the 

veracity of his memory of the event.

The second of these ‘standing incidents’, Teo says, ‘occurs in another fragment of memory… on the 

sixth and final day of his motoring trip’.7 Note that this is another ‘fragment’;  the fact that these significant 

memories exist solely in fragmentary form seems to serve as evidence of the success of Stevens’ effort to re-

constitute his memories. In contrast to the former ‘incident’, described in the novel as having occurred ‘over 

thirty years ago’ (pg. 52), the latter is a memory that Stevens recalls merely two days after it has happened. 

This miniscule delay in comparison may demonstrate Stevens’ unwillingness to process the reality of the 

incident until there was absolutely no danger of committing what he would doubtless consider a breach of 

propriety.

The incident takes place at Little Compton, as Stevens sees Miss Kenton- now Mrs Benn- off at the 

bus stop. Ishiguro makes ample use of memory as a tool to create an emotional response from the reader, 

and this is the most affecting use of the technique in the novel. Stevens, knowing full well that ‘we may not 

meet again for a long time’, worries that his ‘old friend’ is ‘rather unhappy… ill-treated in some way’ (pg 

250). This compassion is all the more sad for the preposterously formal manner in which he goes about voic-

ing it. In contrast to Salecl’s insistence that ‘in the case of Stevens there is no “beyond”’, this seems a defi-

nite acknowledgement of the human being behind the persona.8 Having seen Stevens flounder so haplessly 

through his memories in a vain effort to avoid the desire that has propelled his journey, the reader may well 

have come to this conclusion organically anyway; but this exchange makes it explicit.

The final hammer-blow of emotion that confirms this is this excerpt from Miss Kenton’s last words 

to Stevens: 

...you get to thinking about a different life, a better life you might have had. For instance, I get to 

thinking about a life I might have had with you, Mr Stevens… One can’t be forever dwelling on what might 

have been. (pg 251)

Hearing that Miss Kenton has been struggling through her memories of him, in the same way as he has his 

recollections of her, Stevens breaks: ‘why should I not admit it?- at that moment, my heart was breaking’ (pg 

252). What is most affecting is that he reveals this interaction to the reader days after it has happened. Miss 

Kenton has been sent away on the bus, reverting back to Mrs Benn, and Stevens cries alone at Weymouth 

Pier, far too late to change anything. Seeing Miss Kenton for the final time only brought the truth of those 
7 Teo, pg. 33
8 Gaze and Voice..., pg 185

memories that he has tried his utmost to evade to the fore. The sheer force of his memories has finally over-

come the professional ‘dignity’ that he clung to for so long, but it has done so just a little too late, cementing 

the fundamental tragedy of the novel.

Stevens reverts back to his ‘inhuman’ persona at the novel’s close as he prepares to return to his 

master, but it is clear that this experience has irrevocably changed him. In a way he is most human in this 

moment even though he is rejecting the most genuine desire he has ever experienced: that self-deception 

rings true as a facet of everyday life. In small ways we all do Ricouer’s ‘work of memory’, whether to avoid 

that which we cannot face or to convince ourselves that we have done the right thing in our lives. This is 

the paradox at the heart of The Remains of the Day: Stevens’ ‘inhuman’ struggle with his memories is, in 

the end, the impulse that reveals his genuine humanity to the reader. His reversion back to the ‘safety’ of his 

role, such as it is, at the novel’s close is all the more poignant for having seen it stripped from him, and for 

knowing that he will never be able to deceive himself enough to grant himself peace.
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Images, femininity and female existence in a selection of Stevie Smith’s poems and Margaret Atwood’s 
The Edible Woman.

Marcus Smith

Despite differing significantly in form and style, Margaret Atwood’s The Edible Woman and sever-

al Stevie Smith’s poems share a preoccupation with images, and express similar ideas on their relationship 

to femininity and female existence. This essay will seek to draw connections in how Atwood and Smith 

explore images in relation to femininity as, when viewed together, these not often compared texts provide 

insight into one another’s common themes and attitudes. Both The Edible Woman and Smith’s poetry reveal 

how notions of femininity are constructed through visual images and symbolic imagery, which shape fe-

male existence, often oppressively. Atwood’s novel explicitly relates this to a context of consumer culture in 

1960s Canada, whilst Smith’s poems and peculiar illustrations reflect more implicitly the confining images 

of female existence in her society, in mid-twentieth century England. As well as conveying how patriarchal 

power infiltrates the relationship between images and conceptions of femininity, Atwood and Smith’s works 

also defy and reconfigure images of female existence, in a way that is empowering for their female subjects. 

In The Edible Woman, Atwood presents how the conventions of female identity are determined 

through superficial image and surface appearance, thus undermining an authentic, essential femininity. 

Following a ‘makeover’ at a beauty parlour in preparation for her fiancé’s party, we can see how Marian 

projects an ideal of femininity, that is ultimately constructed according to the expectations of an external 

gaze. In the mirror, she surveys ‘the [E]gyptian-lidded and outlined and thickly-fringed eyes of a person 

she had never seen before.’1 Marian’s reflected image is unnervingly detached from her sense of self, as 

her stereotypically feminine ‘made-up’ outward appearance is a masking surface; her ‘thickly-fringed eyes’ 

connote a layer of concealment, and a normative image of female beauty in the 1960s. Her flatmate Ainsley 

criticises her smile, instructing her to ‘throw yourself into it more. Sort of droop your eyelids sort of droop 

your eyelids.’2 Marian is then described to be ‘experimenting, looking in the mirror, trying to find out which 

particular set of muscles would produce the desired effect.’3 ‘The desired effect’ is Ainsley’s prescriptive vi-

sion of how Marian should express herself, which we may infer to be an image designed to please and allure 

men. Marian’s strained effort to ‘produce’ such an effect using the mirror’s reflection suggests the contrived 

and artificial nature of an image of femininity that seeks to fulfil social expectations. Her glamorous image 

does impress her fiancé Peter, who says Marian looks ‘absolutely marvellous’, although Duncan, her un-

conventional friend, and potential romantic interest, regards her appearance as a ‘masquerade’, demanding 
1 Margaret Atwood, The Edible Woman (St Ives: Virago Press, 2009), p. 278. 
2 Edible Woman, p. 279.
3 Edible Woman, p. 279.
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‘who the hell are you supposed to be?’.4 The notion that Marian’s ‘dressed up’ appearance is a ‘masquerade’ 

implies that femininity itself is a mask or performance, constituted only of surface-level image. Indeed, we 

may view Marian’s visual ‘masquerade’ as an illustration of Judith Butler’s argument that gender is not es-

sential but inherently performative and socially constructed.5 Gayle Greene connects the social construction 

of gender to the images of advertising in The Edible Woman, claiming that ‘everyone bases their images of 

themselves upon advertising’, which defines ‘society’s ideals of masculinity and femininity.’6 This is ex-

emplified in Marian’s description of her friend Clara before motherhood as ‘everyone’s ideal of translucent 

perfume-advertisement femininity.’7 The image of ‘perfume-advertisement femininity’ destabilises feminini-

ty itself in revealing it to be just that: an idealised, commodified image. Atwood suggests how ‘masquerade’ 

images of femininity are perpetuated through consumer culture, which encourages people to model them-

selves according to simplistic imagery. The Edible Woman thus reflects how female existence can be defined 

by an image of femininity that is illusory and superficial. 

Stevie Smith’s poems, combined with their accompanying illustrations, also reveal how female 

existence and femininity are represented through reductive and artificial images, although this message is 

less straightforwardly conveyed. Laura Severin argues that Smith’s drawings are not representational but 

‘mysterious emblems’, which ‘comment on the way women exist as cultural emblems of femininity, not 

as they “really are”.’8 The illustrations mirror and expose the ways in which women are defined by visu-

al representations of femininity that are culturally constructed. Severin uses Smith’s poem ‘The Heavenly 

City’ and its drawing to support this argument, stating the pairing ‘reveals both the false simplicity of so-

cietal imagery and its ability constrain and confine.’9 The poem explores a dreamlike ‘heavenly country’, a 

seemingly idyllic and liberating natural setting with ‘lilies and poppies bright’. This is juxtaposed with an 

illustration of a discontented or fearful woman sitting at a table in an enclosed domestic space (Fig. 1).10 The 

apparent conflict between image and poem is perplexing and resists the assignment of a singular, authori-

tative meaning. Yet, as William May claims, ‘we can see deliberateness pervading all [Smith’s] work even 

when, as with her doodles, it is most insistent on the arbitrary.’11 The opening line of the poem, ‘I sigh for 

the heavenly country’, suggests we may view the poem’s visual imagery as an imagined fantasy, from the 

perspective of the confined female figure in the drawing. If we read the illustration as reflective of ‘the false 

4 Edible Woman, p. 287, 300.
5 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter (New York: Routledge, 1993), p. 2.   
6 Gayle Greene, ‘Margaret Atwood’s The Edible Woman: “Rebelling Against the System”, from Margaret Atwood: Essays on Her 
Works, ed. Brank Gorjup, (Toronto: Guernica Editions Inc., 2008), 11- 41, (p. 26, 20).
7 Edible Woman, p. 36. 
8 Laura Severin, Stevie Smith’s Resistant Antics (London: University of Wisconsin Press, 1997), p. 50, 51. 
9 Resistant Antics, p.60 . 
10 Stevie Smith, ‘The Heavenly City’, from Stevie Smith Collected Poems (1983), [n.p., n.pub., n.pag.], <https://www.poetryfoun-
dation.org/poems/55970/the-heavenly-city>, accessed 02.01.2020.
11 William May, Stevie Smith and Authorship (Oxford: OUP, 2010), p. 173.

simplicity of societal imagery’, we might consider how it embodies the stereotype of female existence being 

limited to a domestic sphere, according to wider cultural perceptions and expectations. The confinement of 

Smith’s figure may be emblematic of how reductive, superficial images of femininity limit women’s freedom 

more generally, with the freedom to ‘fly over rooftops’ only possible in an imagined realm. Indeed, Severin’s 

analysis has demonstrated how images of female domesticity and other regressive gender stereotypes per-

vaded mass culture in inter-war Britain.12 Thus, although ‘The Heavenly City’ appears more detached from 

its context than The Edible Woman, it still reflects how female identity was bound to idealised images in the 

dominant social narratives of its time. 

Fig. 1, ‘The Heavenly City’, from Resistant Antics, p. 60.

Smith’s poem ‘The Murderer’ and its illustration offer perhaps a more sinister example of how con-

ventional images and conceptions of femininity are confining for women. The poem begins as an ostensible 

elegy, with the male speaker seeming to mourn the loss of his ‘true love’ in the first two rhyming couplets. 

However, this romantic impression is disrupted in the final couplet:

My true love breathed her last breath 

[…]

She was not like the other girls— rather diffident,

And that is how we had an accident.13

In a way that is reminiscent of Robert Browning’s ‘My Last Duchess’, the ‘accident’ serves as a chilling 

euphemism for murder. That the speaker’s ‘true love’ deviates from his expectations of female identity is 

reflected in the metre of the poem. In the fifth line it diverts from its iambic tetrameter, with the dash struc-

turally reinforcing a sense of her jarring irregularity. In being ‘diffident’, she fails to comply with her lov-

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/55970/the-heavenly-city
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/55970/the-heavenly-city
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er’s image of femininity as entirely trusting within a heterosexual union. Such an image may be indicated 

in Smith’s drawing, in which the female figure is posited as either dead, or asleep in complete submission 

to the embrace of the man, again in an interior domestic space (Fig. 2). The text of the poem undercuts any 

interpretation of romantic devotion, and implies how reductive images of domestic security attached to fem-

ininity are not only illusory, but dangerous. Smith highlights the dynamic of male power and violence in the 

relationship between image and femininity.

Fig. 2, ‘The Murderer’, from Resistant Antics, p. 59.

In The Edible Woman, Atwood similarly explores how images of femininity may be used to assert 

dominance over female identity and existence. The aggressive power of images to render women passive 

objects is alluded to when Peter attempts to photograph Marian, when she is ‘dressed up’ for his party. 

Running away from the party, Marian reflects how, ‘once he pulled the trigger she would be stopped, fixed 

indissolubly in that gesture, that single stance, unable to move or change.’14 The emphasis on stasis in the 

verbs ‘stopped’ and ‘fixed’ conveys how images can be containing and entrapping; in permanently capturing 

‘that single stance’, they remove the agency of the figures within them. Indeed, this description is evocative 

of Susan Sontag’s notion that photography ‘turns people into objects that can be symbolically possessed.’15 

Moreover, Marian’s use of the phrase ‘pulled the trigger’ clearly links photography to the violence of shoot-

ing a gun. Thus, the description further echoes Sontag’s claims that ‘there is an aggression implicit in every 

use of the camera’ and ‘the camera is a sublimation of the gun.’16 The depiction of Peter’s photography in 

terms of weaponry relates to his predatory oppression of Marian within their relationship, which is bound up 

with her gender. Sarah Sceats observes how Peter ‘pursues [Marian] and pins her down (hence the imagery 

of weaponry, hunting traps and photography).’17 Photography, and images more generally, are closely inter-

woven with Marian’s increasing sense of entrapment in her imminent marriage, as is indicated in chapter 

seventeen. Marian finds herself unable to eat meat in a restaurant, recognising the violence involved in its 

production: ‘She looked down at her own half-eaten steak and suddenly saw it as a hunk of muscle. Blood 

red.’18 This vivid, gruesome image is preceded a few pages earlier by an image of Marian’s own reflection 

in a spoon, which is implicitly related: ‘Marian gazed down at the small silvery image reflected in the bowl 

of the spoon: herself upside down […].’19 Marian’s reflection, significantly, is confined within a ‘the bowl of 

the spoon’; her visual image is figured in an instrument of consumption. The literal reflection foreshadows 

what we may view as her metaphorical reflection in the meat on her plate, which signals what Coral How-

ells identifies as ‘Marian’s unconscious fears of becoming an object of consumption herself.’20 The animal’s 

violent consumption as a ‘hunk of muscle’ mirrors how female existence and female bodies are subject to 

a consuming patriarchal authority, which is connected to objectifying images or ideals of femininity. As 

Susan Bordo states, ‘the discipline and normalisation of the female body […] has to be acknowledged as an 

amazingly durable and flexible strategy of social control.’21 Like Smith, Atwood implies how ‘the discipline 

and normalisation of the female body’, and the domineering confinement of female identity, can be enacted 

through images.

However, both Smith and Atwood’s texts also challenge the images that confine and restrain female 

identity and offer alternative representations of female existence. This is evident, for example, in Smith’s 

‘My Hat’. In this poem, the speaker, a young girl, escapes to a desert island with a flying hat, evading her 

mother’s wish for her to ‘get off with the right sort of chap.’22 The ‘Hat’, which may ordinarily serve as 

an emblem of conventional feminine identity (the speaker’s mother believes it will secure her daughter a 

husband) is subversively reconfigured into an agent of liberation. Unlike ‘The Heavenly City’, this poem’s 

illustration (Fig. 3) supports its fantastical imagery:

[…] I rose up, I rose up like a flying swan, 

As strong as a swan too […]

And still the wing beat and we flew and we flew.23

Fig. 3, ‘My Hat’, from Stevie Smith Selected Poems, p. 176.
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Smith’s use of repetition, in the phrases ‘I rose up’ and ‘we flew’, creates a joyful, chanting rhythm that 

reflects the speaker’s sense of mounting excitement. The simile of ‘a flying swan’ that is decidedly ‘strong’ 

connotes independence and the imaginative freedom of childhood in defiance of parental or societal expec-

tations. Marsha Bryant observes how the genre of children’s literature in Smith’s poems can be liberating, 

as “practical girls” and women can cross gender boundaries.’24 This is certainly the case in ‘My Hat’, as the 

speaker is able to resist the images of confining domesticity and heterosexual union that shape female exis-

tence in Smiths’ other poems, instead using images to reframe female identity. ‘My Hat’ thus illustrates Julie 

Steward’s claim that Smith’s ‘evasive metaphors and fantastic bodily transformations attempt to get out-

side the body, to wrench the category woman from the bodies women live in.’25 Another of Smith’s poems 

which may enact this subversion more subtly is ‘The Frog Prince’, in which the frog-speaker contemplates 

his potential future marriage, once a ‘maiden […] kisses me/ In her father’s palace.’26 Although we may 

presume the speaker to be male in this allusion to the Grimms’ fairytale, the frog’s gender is not explicitly 

stated within the text of the poem. His predicament of passively awaiting rescue and marriage also evokes 

the conventional image of the female figure in culture historically. The gender dynamic of simplistic societal 

imagery is thus complicated in ‘The Frog Prince’. The idealised image of heterosexual union, prominent in 

fictional romantic narratives, is destabilised as the speaker muses-

The stories do not tell,

Ask if they will be happier 

When the changes come.27

The enjambment and stanza break following the verb ‘tell’ emphasises the absence of complexity or ques-

tioning in the telling of conventional romantic stories; they fail to explore the lives of their characters be-

yond a conclusive, harmonious image of marriage. Romana Huk argues that ‘The Frog Prince’ ‘renders 

suspect the internalized, coercive voice that celebrates love and marriage as salvific.’28 In doing so, Smith 

challenges what Stephen Benson describes as ‘the desire of the reader [of fairytale romance] to be fully 

satisfied by the ordered fulfilment of an already known outline of events.’29 Such an ‘ordered fulfilment’ is 

24 Marsha Bryant, Women’s Poetry and Popular Culture, (New York: Palgrave MacMillian, 2011), p. 62.
25 Julia Steward, ‘The Problem of the Body in Stevie Smith’s Body of Work’, South Atlantic Review, 70.2 (Spring, 1995), 72-95, 
(p. 93).
26 ‘The Frog Prince’, from Selected Poems, p. 233.
27 ‘The Frog Prince’, l. 12-15. 
28 Romana Huk, ‘Eccentric Concentrism: Traditional Poetic Forms and Refracted Discourse in Stevie Smith’s Poetry’, Contempo-
rary Literature, 34.2 (Summer, 1993), 240-265 (p. 253).
29 Stephen Benson, ‘Stories of Love and Death: Reading and Writing the Fairytale Romance’, from Image and Power, ed. Sarah 
Sceats and Gail Cunningham (New York: Longman, 1996), 103-116,  (p. 103).

in fact a reductive, illusory vision, that is especially confining for women. ‘The Frog Prince’, like ‘My Hat’, 

unsettles narrativised images that limit female (and to a lesser extent male) existence to a fairytale ending of 

heterosexual romance. 

We could also interpret the ending of The Edible Woman as resisting and subverting images of fe-

male existence to re-define our understanding of femininity. As with ‘The Frog Prince’ and ‘My Hat’, At-

wood’s novel rejects a harmonious resolution of heterosexual union, conventional in fairytale romance. Mar-

ian’s relationship with Peter seems to end in the final chapter of the novel when she offers him a cake in the 

form of a woman. She accuses him of ‘trying to destroy’ her, before he leaves and she eats the cake herself.30 

The idealised image of female existence in a ‘happy ending’ marriage is thus symbolically reconfigured. 

Marian’s consumption of the cake is also significant and empowering, as we may view it as a deconstruction 

of the false, caricatured image of femininity that restricts Marian throughout the novel. Howells claims that 

the cake is ‘the central metaphor for Marian’s perception of woman’s condition and fate.’31 This is indicated 

as we learn how Marian ‘made a floral design on the pink dress […] Now the woman looked like an elegant 

china figurine. […] The image was complete.’32 Marian’s construction illustrates that ‘woman’s condition’, 

female existence, is tied to a ‘complete’ image that is inherently artificial, but in presenting this image as 

a cake, Marian is able to ridicule it. The objectifying and stereotypical representation of femininity in ‘an 

elegant china figurine’ is rendered comically ironic as it is inscribed onto the cake. Sceats expresses concern 

over Marian’s consumption of the ‘edible woman’, suggesting it raises ‘the dangers of self consumption.’33 

Yet, this implies that the cake symbolises Marian herself, as a consumable woman, when in fact it embodies 

the artifice of femininity as a socially constructed image. In consuming the cake, Marian asserts control over 

this image, no longer allowing it define herself. She establishes her own agency in the relationship between 

images, femininity and female existence. 

Atwood’s depiction of images and symbols within The Edible Woman, and Smith’s peculiar yet 

subversive combination of poetic imagery and visual images, both convey how femininity consists of no 

more than the one-dimensional images that represent it. Ideals of female existence are revealed to be socially 

formed through images, particularly of domesticity and marriage, which can confine and oppress women. 

Yet, another crucial similarity in Smith and Atwood’s works is that they subvert and re-shape these images 

of femininity, metaphorically or literally: they present new ways of seeing female existence. 

30 Edible Woman, p. 344.
31 Margaret Atwood, p. 43.
32 Edible Woman, p, 342
33 Food, Consumption and the Body, p. 99.
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‘A Communion of Souls’: Exploring same-sex desire among educated classes in Alfred Lord 

Tennyson’s ‘In Memoriam A.H.H’ and Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray 

Isobel Green

It was only in the late-nineteenth century that the notion of homosexuality came to be understood as 

an intrinsic part of an individual’s identity. Although the Victorian period is generally thought to have been 

underpinned by a set of strict moral values upholding, among other things, sexual restraint, it was during this 

age that preconceived notions of sexuality were beginning to be interrogated and given new, often radical, 

meaning. In The History of Sexuality, Michael Foucault observes that homosexuality was defined ‘less by a 

type of sexual relations’ and more by ‘a certain quality of sexual sensibility.’1 Our present understanding of 

sexuality as a key component of one’s identity, rather than merely a set of practices, was beginning to estab-

lish itself. In concurrence with this growing awareness, John Tosh notes the emergence of a ‘commercialised 

homosexual underworld in London and other cities’ towards the turn of the century. Its supposed ‘exist[ence] 

largely to service well-heeled men of the middle and upper classes’ suggests a certain linkage between social 

standing and sexuality; what was it that attracted members of the male aristocracy to their peers? 2 

In examining two prominent works of literature from the mid- to late- nineteenth-century, Alfred 

Lord Tennyson’s ‘In Memoriam A.H.H.’ (1850) and Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), 

this essay will explore the nature of the exclusively masculine sphere of education, as well as the ‘world 

of chambers and clubs’ to which the respective authors and their fictionalised works belonged.3 Basil Hall-

ward’s admittance that his muse, Wilde’s Dorian Gray, ‘is all my art to me now,’ serves well to encapsulate 

the scope of my argument: the sense of intellectual and cultural communion between educated men of the 

bourgeoisie cultivated bonds unparalleled elsewhere - falling short in particular in their relations with wom-

en. 4 Whilst an argument could be made for the possibility of such intimacy in a purely homosocial sense, I 

will posit that these texts present a homoeroticism founded largely in the ‘same sweet forms [of the] mind,’ 

as of those Tennyson shared with the late Hallam.5 Ultimately I will aim to highlight how the exclusively 

masculine domains of education and elite society present in both works served as fertile ground for this 

communion of souls.

1 Michael Foucault, The History of Sexuality: Volume 1: An Introduction, PDF, <https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/english/currentstu-
dents/undergraduate/modules/fulllist/special/endsandbeginnings/foucaultrepressiveen278.pdf> [Accessed 14.12.18], p.42.
2 Jon Tosh, A Man’s Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1999), p.189.
3 Ibid., p.177.
4 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p.12. All further references are to this edi-
tion.
5 Alfred Lord Tennyson, ‘In Memoriam A.H.H.’ in Selected Poems (London: Penguin, 2006), LXXIX, 8. All further references are 
to this edition.

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/55970/the-heavenly-city
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/55970/the-heavenly-city
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It appears to have been a poorly-kept secret in Victorian Britain that the ‘definitive site of [homoerot-

icism] [was] the English public school where, in the words of one Etonian, “It [was] all right for fellows to 

mess one another a bit…”’6 By their very design, single-sex educational institutions such as those of Eton or 

Oxford engendered intimate homosocial, if not explicitly homosexual, relationships between boys born to 

the aristocracy. Indeed, in The Picture of Dorian Gray, the artist Basil Hallward introduces Lord Henry Wot-

ton to Dorian as ‘an old Oxford friend of mine’ (p.13), immediately establishing the élite nature of this male 

circle of companions. Likewise, in ‘In Memoriam A.H.H.’ Tennyson revisits the ‘revered walls’ of Cam-

bridge ‘In which of old [he] wore the gown’ (LXXXVII, 45-46) alongside Hallam. Although it is tempting 

to conclude that instances of homoeroticism as were ‘visible from the dormitories of Harrow’ were merely 

‘“childish things”’ that ‘“when [they] gr[e]w up [they] put aside,”’ both texts reveal that the intellectual 

bonds between educated public school men extended beyond the experimental activities of restless school-

boys exploring their sexuality. 7 This can be exemplified through an amendment made by Wilde to the first 

edition of his novel in 1890. Basil Hallward’s confession to Dorian that ‘I adored you madly, extravagantly, 

absurdly’ was altered the following year in an effort to reduce its overt homoeroticism. 8 The character’s 

revised confession that he was ‘dominated soul, brain and power by you’ (p.97) was certainly less explicit in 

its expression of adoration surpassing that of conventional homosociality, however it seems Wilde perceives 

little meaningful distinction between Basil’s ‘extravagant’ love for his muse and his ‘dominati[on]’ of the 

artist’s ‘soul [and] brain.’

Early episodes of Tennyson’s elegy take place in a similar environment; Sarah Rose Cole observes an 

‘intellectual communion of ruling-class men,’ in instances such as

O bliss, when all in circle drawn 

       About him, heart and ear were fed 

       To hear him, as he lay and read 

The Tuscan poets on the lawn (LXXXIX, 21-24). 9

The poet’s recalled sensation of ‘bliss’ in feeling that his heart is ‘fed’ by the connection of his mind with 

Hallam’s connotes a sense of spirituality; the bodily experience of this communion of mind and soul is 

all-encompassing. Indeed, Hallam is recalled as having ‘tasted love with half his mind’ (XC, 1), establishing 

6 Jeff Nunokawa, ‘In Memoriam and the Extinction of the Homosexual’, ELH, 58.2 (1991), p.429.
7 Emily Rutherford, ‘Impossible Love and Victorian Values: J.A. Symonds and the Intellectual History of Homosexuality’, Jour-
nal of the History of Ideas, 75.4 (2014), p.623. 
‘In the words of one Etonian’, referenced in Nunokawa, p.429.
8 Joseph Bristow, ‘Explanatory Notes’ in The Picture of Dorian Gray (p.209). 
‘Hallam’ referring to Arthur Henry Hallam, i.e. the titular ‘A.H.H.’
9 Sarah Rose Cole, ‘The Recovery of Friendship: Male Love and Developmental Narrative in Tennyson’s “In Memoriam”’, Victo-
rian Poetry, 50.1 (2012), p.47.

the intricate bond between love and the mind, and the total command of these interlinking forces over the 

senses. The ‘low, musical’ quality of Lord Henry’s voice accompanied with the ‘graceful wave of [his] hand 

that was always so characteristic of him […] even in his Eton days’ (p.18), appears intoxicating to the young 

Dorian Gray, upon whom Wotton ‘projects his soul’ – that is, his ‘intellectual views’ (p.33). The younger 

man later confesses that “You filled me with a wild desire to know everything about life. For days after I met 

you, you seemed to throb in my veins” (p.43). The effect of Lord Henry’s rhetoric upon Wilde’s protagonist 

is highly physical in its intensity. Dorian’s use of the pronoun ‘you’ is curiously direct; it is not simply the 

older man’s words or ideas that Dorian feels ‘throb in [his] veins], it is every aspect of his being dominating 

his senses. Such bonds of intellect and shared philosophy are presented as intrinsic to the homoerotic desires 

cultivated between bourgeois men of the public school system.

Whilst discussing the impact of such male-dominated educational institutions on the sexual prefer-

ences of upper-class men, it is necessary to acknowledge the distinct absence of women. Cole’s assertion 

that the ‘bond of male university friendship exclude[d] women from participation in a masculine sphere of 

intellect’ serves as an explanation for Lord Henry’s callous disregard for women. 10 His attitude encapsulates 

that of bourgeois men toward members of the female sex, of whom ‘“there are only five […] in London 

worth talking to”’ (p.43). Dorian believes he loves Sibyl Vane for her ‘genius and intellect’ (p.75), manifest-

ed in her performances as Juliet and Rosalind. The superficiality of these claims of love are soon exposed, 

however; he seems more enamoured of the fact that he has ‘take[n] his love out of poetry, and [found] his 

wife in Shakespeare’s plays’ (p.66) than he is of Sibyl herself. Her appeal is rooted in the fact that she is 

‘“never”’ just Sibyl Vane: ‘“tonight she is Imogen”’ or ‘“Juliet’” (p.48). When she is ultimately exposed as 

another of the ‘“ordinary women”’ to whom there is no mystery or intellect, Dorian cruelly shuns her. As 

Tosh observes, this was a period in which 

‘Belief in sexual difference was more absolute than at any time before or since. […] Intellect, emo-

tions and character were all interpreted in a sexually polarised way, reinforced by the different pat-

terns of education for boys and girls.11

Sibyl Vane’s tragic narrative reinforces the existence of gendered spheres of being during the Victorian peri-

od. Her perceived transition into the exclusively masculine sphere of culture and intellect is short-lived; once 

she is revealed to be a ‘complete failure’ (p.72) she experiences an abrupt fall from grace, marked by the 

final stinging blow of ‘“My God! How mad I was to love you!”’ (p.75). As nineteenth-century writer Sarah 

Lewis told her own sex - and, given the nature of Victorian England, Sibyl Vane would have been wise to 

10 Cole, p.45.
11 Tosh, p.7.
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take heed of – ‘Let men enjoy in peace and triumph the intellectual kingdom which is theirs.’12

Tennyson’s ‘In Memoriam A.H.H.’ is not so explicitly disparaging in its attitude towards women, however 

there is a distinct lack of feminine presence throughout the elegy despite Hallam having been married to the 

poet’s sister. An oft-quoted passage in critical discussion of the poem’s homoeroticism appears to envision 

the late Hallam as a female figure:

 Tears of the widower, when he sees 

         A late-lost form that sleep reveals, 

         And moves his doubtful arms, and feels 

 Her place is empty, fall like these; (XIII, 1-4)

Although the feminine pronoun seems to dispel any evidence of homoeroticism, later in the same section 

Tennyson abandons this metaphor of a widower grieving for his wife and openly mourns for ‘The hu-

man-hearted man I loved’ (XIII, 11). Whilst the intimacy of the bedroom setting demanded such projection 

onto an imagined heterosexual couple, the poet is only able to sustain this detachment for so long and soon 

resumes use of the first person pronoun. His and Hallam’s ‘communion of souls’ is unparalleled by either 

of their wives; Tennyson recalls with fondness their shared passions and declares that, even in death, ‘thou 

and I are one in kind’ (LXXIX, 5). 13 The intimacy of this confession evokes the professions of Mandell 

Creighton, who doubted that ‘there were ever any men who had thoughts worth recounting, who told those 

thoughts to their wives at first.’ His direct reference to Tennyson, from whom ‘[he] should like to hear […] 

a comparison of his feelings towards Arthur Hallam and towards his wife,’ reinforces this perception of the 

men’s bond.14 The enhanced spirituality and sense of shared identity characteristic of close relationships be-

tween educated men placed these relationships on levels higher than those of their marriage. The ‘generally 

superior quality of their education compared with that of girls’ stunted the relationships between bourgeois 

men and their wives, with whom they had little in common. 15 Hallam’s possession of ‘a soul of nobler tone’ 

(LX, 1) recalls the testimony of Wilde at his trial for gross indecency in 1895 in which he defended the love 

between two men as the ‘noblest form of affection.’16 Whether homosocial or homosexual, relationships 

between men of the aristocracy were regarded as of a higher quality than those between a man and a woman. 

Lord Henry Wotton’s statement to Dorian that ‘”My dear boy, no woman is a genius. Women are a decora-

tive sex. They never have anything to say”’ (p.42) provides an apt summary of this attitude.

12 Sarah Lewis, Woman’s Mission (London: John W Parker, 1839), p.129.
13 Linda Dowling, Hellenism and Homosexuality in Victorian Oxford (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994), p.44.
14 Mandell Creighton, quoted in Tosh, p.110.
15 Tosh, p.109.
16 Oscar Wilde, transcript of WILDE v. QUEENSBURY (1895), <http://www.famous-trials.com/wilde/342-wildetestimony> 
[accessed 14 December 2018].

 Having determined that homoeroticism flourished in the aristocratic classes of Victorian Britain by 

nature of its educational institutions, it is crucial to explore the inner workings of these same institutions. 

The spiritual and intellectual bonds fostered between public school boys were certainly founded in their 

studies of classical Greece and the literary greats, the influences of which are evident in both ‘In Memoriam’ 

and The Picture of Dorian Gray. Linda Dowling notes that ‘Greek studies operated as a “homosexual code” 

during the great age of English university reform,’ an observation that sheds light on the peculiar relation-

ship between Lord Henry Wotton and Dorian Gray. 17 Wotton’s statement that it is ‘“terribly enthralling […] 

to project one’s soul onto some gracious form […] to hear one’s intellectual views echoed back to one with 

all the added magic of passion and youth”’ (p.33) establishes the nature of their relationship as one derived 

in the Greek ‘model of love – by which an older man, moved by the visible beauty of a younger man […] 

undertakes the younger man’s education in virtue and wisdom.’18He appears enchanted with Dorian’s youth 

and ‘the white purity of his boyhood […] [a] beauty such as the old Greek marbles kept’ (pp.33-34). Wilde’s 

description of the ‘deep, spiritual affection’ of ‘an elder for a younger man’ in his trial is evidence of his 

internalisation of these classical Greek ideas of paiderastia and, as such, its embodiment in his characters. 

19 On the reverse, Tennyson idolises Hallam for his superior intellect, recalling him as ‘The man I held as 

half-divine’ (XIV, 10). He imagines himself as ‘some poor girl whose heart is set / On one whose rank ex-

ceeds her own’ (LX, 3-4). The poet’s reverence of his friend and consequent reduction of himself is compa-

rable to Dorian having met Lord Henry for the first time, and feeling ‘afraid of him’ and his curious rhetoric, 

as though he were a ‘schoolboy or a girl’ (p.21). 

The blurred lines between homoeroticism and artistic appreciation for a subject are evident in both 

texts. On finishing his portrait of Dorian, Basil remarks that ‘“as soon as you are dry you shall be varnished, 

and framed, and sent home. Then you can do what you like with yourself”’ (p.27). The deliberate lack of 

distinction between the man and the image reveals that Basil’s love for his muse is founded largely in art; 

Dorian even accuses the artist that ‘I am no more to you than […] your ivory Hermes or your silver faun’ 

(p.25). Similarly, Tennyson ‘locates his devotion to Hallam with Shakespearean love.’20 The declaration that 

‘I loved thee, Spirit, and love, nor can / The soul of the Shakespeare love thee more’ (LXI, 11-12) traces the 

poet’s affection back to such literature as they once ‘Discuss’d’ and ‘read […] on the lawn[s]’ of Cambridge. 

Beyond even the strikingly homoerotic reputation of the Sonnets and ‘the bar of Michael Angelo’ (LXXX-

VII, 40) that ‘made [his] contemporaries so uneasy,’ Tennyson’s adoption of the language of this shared 

realm of intellect and culture is evidently the limited medium with which he was able to express his affection 

17 Dowling, p.xiii.
18 Ibid., p.81. 
19 WILDE v. QUEENSBURY.
20 Nunokawa, p.432. 
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for Hallam. 21

The intellectual sphere of literature, philosophy and art in Victorian England was an exclusively mas-

culine zone, in which young boys of the public school system were exposed to certain ideals and disciplines 

that shaped their developing sexual identities. The familiarity of these spheres to both Wilde and Tennyson is 

transparent; the presentations of same-sex desire in their respective works appear to have been greatly influ-

enced by their studies of classical Greece and homoerotic literature. Moreover, the exclusion of the female 

sex from such institutions is evident given the attitudes of Wilde’s characters to these ‘vile creature[s] who 

might ruin [one’s] intellect’ (p.64). Certainly, the distinct lack of any female presence in Tennyson’s elegy 

reinforces the bourgeois attitude that ‘What young men could give each other was far better than anything a 

woman could offer.’22 Homoeroticism reigned in the educated classes for this very reason: there was no one 

else with whom men could experience such communion of mind and soul. 
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‘[W]hat thinke you of falling in Loue?’ (Rosalind, As You Like It): examining Shakespeare’s represen-
tation of love in As You Like It from a queer perspective

Suzanna Oliver

Heterosexual love in Shakespeare’s As You Like It (1623) involves what Catherine Bates describes as a ‘court-

ship narrative [tracing] a definite trajectory’, with this destined path concluding in marriage.1 This process 

of courtship is most prominently explored through Rosalind-as-Ganymede’s interactions with Orlando, and 

this is a romance characterised by both passion and artifice. Here, love develops as a result of performance, 

but this is only one of many forms of love being represented within the comedy. By contrast, Rosalind and 

Celia’s relationship is purely honest; they share ‘the most steady love of the play’, as asserted by Susan Carl-

son.2  While part of a heterosexual courtship, the Ganymede and Orlando encounters can hardly be considered 

straightforwardly heteronormative it would be reductive to examine the text from a queer perspective and only 

consider this relationship as this would ignore the possibility of love shared between women within the play. It 

is thus significant to examine their relationship through the lens of Jessica Tvordi’s notion of ‘female alliances’ 

during the early modern period in England, and to explore both the emotional and socioeconomic factors that 

shape the depth of their connection.3

Before the audience even meets the cousins, insight is given into how their relationship is perceived, 

when Charles declares that ‘never two ladies loved as they do’.4 Shortly after Rosalind and Celia are intro-

duced Le Beau said  ‘whose loves’ are ‘dearer than the natural bond of sisters’ (I. ii. 264-265). Rosalind and 

Celia’s closeness is often identified in terms of their familial connection to one another, this idea of ‘being 

ever from their cradles bred together’ (I. i. 103). This emphasis on the familial is reinforced through the way in 

which they refer to each other, such as in Celia’s opening line, ‘I pray thee, Rosalind, sweet my coz, be merry’ 

(I. ii. 1). Firstly, Jeffrey Masten’s work on the ‘rhetoric of sweetness’ is particularly relevant when examining 

Celia’s speech patterns, as evident in this line but also later on in the text, where she affectionately utters ‘my 

sweet Rose’ (I. ii. 22) and refers to Rosalind as ‘sweet girl’ (I. iii. 96). Alongside the implication of ownership 

as a result of the use of the possesive pronoun ‘my’, Masten sees this use of rhetoric as being ‘historically 

“queer”’, a linguistic marker of homoeroticism.5 Moreover, the use of ‘cousin’ and its diminutive ‘coz’ is re-

1 Catherine Bates, ‘Love and Courtship’, in The Cambridge Companion to Shakespearean Comedy, ed. by Alexander Leggatt 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 102-122 (p. 103).
2 Susan Carlson, ‘Women in As You Like It: Community, Change and Choice’, Essays in Literature, 14 (1987), pp. 151-169 (p. 
152).
3 Jessica Tvordi, ‘Female Alliance and the Construction of Homoeroticism in As You Like It and Twelfth Night’, Maids and 
Mistresses, Cousins and Queens: Women’s Alliances in Early Modern England, ed. by Susan Frye and Karen Robertson (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 114-130 (p. 114).
4 William Shakespeare, As You Like It, ed. by Juliet Dusinberre (London: Bloomsbury, The Arden Shakespeare, 2006), (I. i. 112). 
All further references are to this edition.
5 Jeffrey Masten, Queer Philologies: Sex, Language and Affect in Shakespeare’s Time (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2016), pp. 72-73.

peated throughout the play and has particular significance due to the multiplicity of meaning underlying these 

terms; aside from the literal, they are more generally suggestive of intimacy, as well as being a ‘socially and le-

gally recognisable category’ that gives their relationship formal importance, as suggested by Julie Crawford.6 

Crawford’s exploration of cousinship as being ‘socially and legally recognisable’ is significant when 

considering how Rosalind and Celia continue to strengthen their alliance against the orders of Duke Frederick. 

Tvordi explains how the characters ‘support one another in the face of male challenges to female authority’, 

and this is evident when Celia is boldly defiant towards her father as she proclaims, ‘Pronounce that sentence 

then on me, my liege; / I cannot live out of her company.’ (I. iii. 82-83).7 Celia’s verbal display of love here 

is simple yet emphatic - she is forceful as she compares the thought of being without her counterpart as re-

sembling a fate much like death. After the Duke exits, Celia is momentarily frantic, as expressed through her 

repeated use of rhetorical questioning, yet her speech is still tightly controlled and contained within verse form 

as she recollects herself for the sake of comforting Rosalind:

O my poor Rosalind, whither wilt thou go?

Wilt thou change fathers? I will give thee mine.

I charge thee, be not thou more grieved than I am.

(I. iii. 87-88)

What is particularly striking about Celia’s speech here is the way in which she views familial structure as 

being fluid, as seen where she asks Rosalind if she will ‘change fathers’ and is further reinforced through the 

monosyllabic nature of her assured statement, ‘I will give thee mine’. What Crawford coins as ‘patriarchal 

transferability’ is familiar to the audience at this point - Celia has previously expressed her affection for her 

cousin through outright declaring that what is hers is also Rosalind’s, and even going as far as to vow that 

when her father dies Rosalind ‘shalt be his heir’ (I. ii. 18).8 Here, she is proposing what Will Fisher refers to as 

a ‘“traffic in fathers”’, involving fathers being ‘traded in order to cement the affective bonds between daugh-

ters’.9 Celia’s willingness to carry out this transfer of sorts further highlights the strength of her homosocial 

6 Julie Crawford, ‘The Place of a Cousin in As You Like It’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 69 (2018), pp. 101-127 (p. 105)
7 Tvordi, p. 114.
8 Crawford, p. 107.
9 Will Fisher, ‘Home Alone: The Place of Women’s Homoerotic Desire in Shakespeare’s As You Like It’, Feminisms and Early 
Modern Texts: Essays for Phyllis Rackin, ed. by Rebecca Ann Bach and Gwynne Kennedy (Selinsgrove: Susquehanna University 
Press, 2010) pp. 99-119 (p. 102).
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bond with Rosalind, and is also a radical deconstruction of what we understand as being the patriarchal family 

unit; a vehement protest against the practice of fathers treating their daughters as commodities. Therefore, Ce-

lia’s language here once again treats the term ‘cousin’ far beyond its literal meaning - the intensity of feeling 

she expresses towards Rosalind implies an underlying eroticism, but furthermore this willingness to share the 

financial and social security she possesses cements the way in which they form one economic unit.

The movement from the overwhelmingly masculine world of court into the pastoral world of Arden 

further contributes to understanding what it means for Rosalind and Celia to coexist as a singular, economic 

unit. The potential for peaceful, domestic life is alluded to when the women decide to purchase property: ‘Buy 

thou the cottage, pasture and the flock, / And thou shalt have to pay for it of us’ (II. iv. 91-92). Rosalind evokes 

tranquil images of the pastoral here, and this is suggestive of the couple desiring to fully integrate themselves 

into this new life. The use of the pronoun ‘us’ feels like a deliberate choice to indicate the joint nature of this 

ownership, emphasising to the knowing audience what Corin is oblivious to: that two women have bought 

this property of their own accord. This emphasis on shared ownership is reinforced in a later scene in which 

Oliver says ‘[to Rosalind] Are not you / The owner of the house I did enquire for?’ (IV. iii. 87-88), and it is 

Celia who replies with, ‘It is no boast, being asked, to say we are.’ (IV. iii. 89). Oliver aims this question at 

the supposed other male figure here, and Celia is quick to assert her possession. Fisher postulates that at this 

point in the play, the women ‘replicate and transform many of the material practices associated with the het-

erosexual marriage process’.10 This idea that Rosalind and Celia are appropriating conventional signifers of 

heterosexual marriage is not only relevant when considering the act of building a household together - there 

exists textual evidence that suggest their ‘seemingly perfect union’ resembles marriage even earlier on in the 

play, as argued by Mario DiGangi.11 Celia’s passionate response to her father’s wish to exile her cousin in Act 

I further reinforces this notion that they ‘mimic matrimonial discourse’:12

We still have slept together,

Rose at an instant, learned, played, ate together,

And whereso’er we went, like Juno’s swans,

Still we went coupled and inseparable.

(I. iii. 70-73)

10 Fisher, p. 100.
11 Mario DiGangi, The Homoerotics of Early Modern Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) p. 53.
12 Fisher, p. 100.

There is a distinct sense of intimacy underlying the description of these actions, and once again the metaphor 

of Rosalind and Celia being ‘coupled and inseparable’ like swans is suggestive of Celia and Rosalind having 

always been codependent - the difference between their lives at court and this new existence in the forest 

is a distinct sense of privacy, a movement into a space that is solely their own. The allusion to Juno here in 

particular reinforces this idea of their relationship having attributes of traditional ideas on marriage, and this 

reference early on in the play anticipates Hymen’s wedding song in the final scene of the play, ‘Wedding is 

great Juno’s crown’ (V. iv. 139). 

Whilst there is a range of evidence suggesting Rosalind and Celia’s relationship is balanced and resem-

bles marriage, it can also be argued that Rosalind-as-Ganymede pursuing Orlando disrupts and even damages 

her relationship with Celia. Even prior to the development of Rosalind and Orlando’s relationship, however, 

there exists the distinct sense that perhaps the cousins are not as balanced as it seems. Rosalind’s responses to 

Celia’s unfailing devotion throughout the text - particularly within the scene mentioned earlier where Duke 

Frederick expels Rosalind out of court - often feel dismissive, suggestive of a stronger sense of commitment 

on Celia’s part. Before comparing these two relationships, this sense of her being usurped is an integral part 

of the play that must be considered. DiGangi concludes that ‘Rosalind’s desire for Orlando relegates Celia’s 

desire for her to a safely distanced past’, and this is what leads to Celia becoming less and less present as the 

play goes on until she is ultimately completely silent yet on stage for almost the entirety of Act 5.13  However, 

this argument revolving around a displacement of desire occurring between these two figures feels reductive, 

implying that Rosalind possesses the capacity to project her love onto only one subject. It would be beneficial 

to instead consider the comically arbitrary manner by which characters are coupled up by the end of the play 

not as a sign that Rosalind’s feelings for Orlando have replaced her affection for Celia, but rather that this 

heterosexual union allows for her relationship with her cousin to continue to exist in the ‘liminal space of 

subplots and subtexts’, as suggested by Denise A. Walen.14 Rosalind and Celia’s relationship is therefore the 

most genuine representation of love in the play as it does not, and cannot end in marriage. The depth of feeling 

and love shared between Rosalind and Celia is forcibly a result of a distinctively feminine kinship. They start 

the play as cousins, and end by becoming even more closely related as sisters-in-law, and this is the only way 

in which love between these women can coexist with patriarchal authorities that value heterosexual marriage 

and reproduction. 

13 DiGangi, p. 52.
14 Denise A. Walen, Constructions of Female Homoeroticism in Early Modern Drama (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005) p. 
5.
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Bodies in the Poetry of Sylvia Plath: Distortion, Fragmentation, and Transformation

Iona McGarvey

Sylvia Plath’s poetry illustrates both a complex and an unstable understanding of the self. In the introduc-

tion to Ariel: The Restored Edition, her daughter, Frieda Hughes, wrote: ‘the breakdown of the marriage had 

defined all my mother’s other pain and given it direction. […] But the Ariel voice was there already in the 

poems of late 1961 and early 1962. It was as though it has been waiting, practicing itself, and had found a 

subject on which it could really get a grip’. 1 The distinction between Plath’s poetic voice and its bodily form 

was something that had been recognised before the conception of the ‘Ariel voice’: a bodiless, transcendent 

and, to some extent, autonomous self; ‘the location of the ‘I’ […] is unstable and duplicitous […] often reg-

istered by critics as a threat, danger or negativity elided with femininity itself.’ 2  Plath’s apparent inability 

to either fully embrace or fully reject the self in her poetry conveys a sense of detachment from the physical 

body. Within this essay, ‘disembodiment’ refers to a feeling of separation, even opposition, between the self 

and the body, whereas ‘embodiment’ signals a harmonious relationship between self and the body, without 

conflict. This essay will explore the ways in which Plath expresses this relationship in her poetry, using R. 

D. Laing’s ideas on mental illness in The Divided Self to examine the tension between the unified body and 

mind, and the rejection, doubling, or even petrification of the self. 3

Plath’s poetry often conveys such emotional urgency that it is easy to read her poems autobiograph-

ically; in the sense of this essay, to conflate the self that is represented in Plath’s poems with her ‘real’ self. 

However closely or not these poetic and real-life selves are related is not relevant to the exploration of how 

the concept of the self is explored within Plath’s poems. Plath herself asserted that ‘one should be able 

to control and manipulate experiences, even the most terrifying, like madness […] with an informed and 

intelligent mind’.4 The poetic self appears to be crafted, extracted from the refining of intense emotional 

experiences. T. S. Eliot expressed a similar idea: ‘the more perfect the artist, the more completely separate 

in him will be the man who suffers and the mind which creates; the more perfectly will the mind digest and 

transmute the passions which are its material’.5 A degree of separation between the raw emotion of the poet 

and their creative product exists in both poets’ assertions. Even John Keats’ theory of ‘Negative Capability 

1 Sylvia Plath, Ariel: The Restored Edition, (Faber & Faber, 2007), p. xii.
2 Christina Britzolakis, ‘Ariel and Other Poems’ in The Cambridge Companion to Sylvia Plath (Cambridge University Press, 
2006), p. 108.
3 R. D. Laing, The Divided Self (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971).
4 Hilary Morrish, Peter Orr, John Press and Ian Scott-Kilvert, The Poet Speaks, Interviews with Contemporary Poets (London: 
Routeledge & Kegan Paul, 1966).
5 T. S. Eliot, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ in Perspecta, 19 (MIT Press, 1982), 36-42 (p. 40).
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- that is when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching 

after fact and reason’ conveys this same idea of the identity of the poetic self transforming beyond recogni-

tion from its creator: ‘‘is not itself – it has no self – it […] is continually in for and filling some other Body’.6 

Plath seems less concerned with the absolute distinction between real and poetic experiences, but interest-

ingly it is both Eliot and Keats who refer to the body. The latter positions the poetic self as embodying other 

emotions or personae, whereas Eliot is a little more nuanced. He speaks of the divide between the ‘man’ and 

the ‘mind’, one suffers and the other creates by passing this suffering through a kind of medium. This me-

dium is described physically; it ‘digests’ the immediate passions of the mind. In both cases, a certain dis-

embodiment is essential; the emotions of the mind, conveyed through the body, to the pen and to the paper, 

undergo a kind of transformation in the space carved out between the self and the physical body.

Plath’s ‘Face Lift’, as the title suggests, explores ideas of bodily transformation. The physical self in 

this poem is impermanent: ‘skin doesn’t have roots, it peels away easy as paper’. 7 This self is superficial, 

fragile, detached from the true identity of the speaker entirely; the body and the person seem to be coexis-

tent, rather than co-dependent. However, as the speaker undergoes this physical transformation, images of 

fragmentation begin to appear: ‘years draining into my pillow […] I grow backward’, as if they have some-

how been transported backwards within their own life. Plath gradually creates within the poem a doubled 

self; 

now she’s done for, the dewlapped lady 

I watched settle, line by line, in my mirror. 

The speaker, reborn, gleefully relates the fate of her old self (‘the dewlapped lady’). The separate pronouns 

‘she’, ‘I’, highlight the two autonomous selves; the speaker even ‘watches’ her past self settle ‘line by line’ 

in the mirror, as if observing from elsewhere, from another body. ‘[L]ine by line’ suggests that her former 

physical self was also fragmented; made up of parts or layers. In fact, the imagery of layering (‘it peels away 

easy as paper’) unfolds to the poem’s climax: ‘I wake swaddled in gauze, / Pink and smooth as a baby’. De-

spite the recurrent sense of separation between the body and the self, the removal of the ‘skin’ coincides with 

the ‘years’ seeping away; there is a sense that the peeling away, the perfecting and polishing of the physical 

self alters not only the body but removes something of the inner self. Physical rebirth seems to require a psy-

chological or intellectual sacrifice. Plath’s simile uses the image of the ‘baby,’ ‘pink and smooth’ to illustrate 

a kind of purity, a notion of innocence, but also ignorance, as the result of the transformation of the physical 

body. 

6 John Keats, Selected Letters of John Keats, ed. by Grant F. Scott (Harvard University Press, 2005), p. 60; p. 195.
7 Sylvia Plath, Selected Poems, ed. by Ted Hughes (London: Faber and Faber, 2002), pp. 21-2.

Similar imagery appears in Plath’s ‘Ariel’ as the speaker’s body metamorphoses: ‘now I / foam to 

wheat, a glitter of seas […] And I / Am the arrow’ (ll. 22-3, ll. 26-7). 8 The physical self seems fluid, bodiless 

even, and certainly mythical. There is something much more defiant in the ‘I’ pronouns in the latter half of 

the poem in comparison to the former (‘the neck I cannot catch’), buried within the lines and skimmed over 

(l. 9). Once the speaker utters ‘I unpeel’, the ‘I’ always stands at the end of the line, exposed, assured, as if 

the body, peeling away, quite literally reveals the inner self (l. 20). Susan Bohandy accounts for Plath’s bodi-

less poetic self in ‘Lady Lazarus’ in terms of gender: ‘[i]n her transcendent form, she is beyond both good 

and evil —God and Lucifer are the same to her, each equally part of the patriarchal system that has usurped 

her body’. 9 For Bohandy, the disembodied self is a method of escape from an oppressive reality surround-

ing the bodily self; rejection of the body places the speaker out of the reach of good or evil, submission or 

power. Whilst this is true, the disembodied speaker is forced to enact her revenge through bodily means: ‘I 

eat men like air’. She can transcend physicality but in order to interact with the real, physical world she must 

regain bodily functions such as ‘eating’. As in ‘Face Lift’, Plath seems to be signalling sacrifice; rejection or 

transformation of the body results in transfiguration of the self; the two are inherently connected.

A very different patriarchal dynamic is depicted in Plath’s ‘Daddy’: here, the father is figured in a 

series of isolated images,  ‘dismembered’,  as Christina Britzolakis puts it, ‘into metonymic body parts’.10 

The idea of the father as represented metonymically conveys a certain dehumanisation where parts of the 

physical form overtake and act as a substitute for the self. This is intensified by the recurring image of the 

father-self as filling spaces: ‘black shoe’, ‘a bag full of God’, ‘Ghastly statue’ (l. 2, l. 8, l. 9). In the absence 

of a whole, embodied father figure, this disembodiment paints him as a kind of parasite, inhabiting and 

leeching from other spaces. He is even reborn as ‘the vampire who said he was you / And drank my blood 

for a year’ (l. 72-3). Perhaps this is why the speaker in Plath’s poems often struggles with the relationship 

between the body and person within; the embodied self does not feel immune to the influence of others 

upon itself, does not feel, even, that their self is completely their own. Heather McClave says of Plath, ‘self 

is essentially all for her, and too much,’ and this paradox is shown no more explicitly than in ‘Daddy’: ‘the 

tongue stuck in my jaw’ (l. 25). 11 The awkward jumble of pronouns, the possessive ‘my’ and dismissive 

‘the’ conveys an oscillating relationship with the embodied self, a resistance, as referred to at the beginning 

of this essay, to either completely accept or fully reject the body. 

The adoption of poetic personae is one way to escape the tensions between the embodied and disem-
8 Sylvia Plath, Ariel (London: Faber and Faber, 1968) pp. 36-7. All further references are to this edition, unless separately cited.
9 Susan Bohandy, ‘Defining the Body in Four Poems by Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke and Sylvia Plath’ in Journal of Modern Greek 
Studies, 12 (John Hopkins University Press, May 1994), 1-36 (p. 18).
10 Britzolakis, The Cambridge Companion to Sylvia Plath, p. 114. 
11 Heather McClave, ‘Sylvia Plath: Troubled Bones’ in New England Review, 2 (Middlebury College Publications, spring 1980), 
447-465 (p. 447).
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bodied selves; one is never fixed or rooted in a body, so there is no permanent body in which the self must be 

formed. Accordingly, the ‘I’ in Plath’s poetry can be unstable, insignificant, can appear and disappear among 

the lines of the poems like shadows. In ‘The Arrival of the Bee Box’, the speaker seems to shift between 

tyrannical captor: ‘they can die, I feed them nothing, I am the owner’ and prisoner ‘I can’t keep away from 

it. / There are no windows […] no exit’ (l. 25, ll. 8-9, l. 10). The bee box seems to concern the speaker; its 

very presence disturbs the way in which he or she feels they should act. In reaction to this uncertainty, the 

self is embodied in various guises: a god, a tree, a sympathetic equal, a callous captor. It is as though the self 

in Plath’s poetry is destabilised by the presence of the other. Britzolakis argues that Plath’s use of voice and 

persona ‘withholds from both poet and reader any secure identification’.12  Plath’s poetic self certainly seems 

insecure, unable to commit to a consistently embodied self and aiming to resist it by continually reincarnat-

ing itself. Not only this, but the speaker often dehumanises or, to use R. D. Laing’s preferred term ‘petrifies’ 

other selves within her poems.13 In ‘Sheep In Fog’, for instance, the other figures in the poem are reduced 

to their reaction to the speaker: ‘people or stars / Regard me sadly, I disappoint them’ (l. 2-3). The other is 

given no solid identity, they are ‘people or stars’, and yet the speaker is able to register their emotions. This 

poem does not contain bodiless figures, like those of ‘Lady Lazarus’ or ‘Ariel’, but is itself bodiless; the 

notion of the body is absent, the only exchange is emotional ‘I disappoint them’, ‘the far / Fields melt my 

heart’ (ll. 11-12). The self in this poem seems much more at ease in both affecting and being affected, per-

haps because the self is neither disembodied: a floating, mythical heroine, nor embodied, but merely a self 

without concern for a body. 

Laing’s examination of schizoid persons (‘he does not experience himself as a complete person but 

rather […] as a mind more or less tenuously linked to a body, as two or more selves’) in The Divided Self is 

useful in considering Plath’s poetic self, both when confronted with others and when left alone to consider 

their embodied self.14  In the case of the former, Laing explains that often the other presents a threat to the 

schizoid person’s sense of self, and so they attempt to prevent this ‘by turning others into stones. By doing 

this he feels he can achieve some measure of safety.’ 15 There is certainly evidence of this kind of reaction on 

Plath’s poetic selves: in ‘Morning Song’, the new-born baby is a ‘new statue’ whose ‘nakedness / Shadows 

our safety’ (l. 4, ll. 5-6). The baby is subject to a kind of petrification but is also naked; both the body and the 

self are exposed. The baby becomes a symbol for the secure, embodied self; the nudity even conveys a kind 

of confession of the self through the body. The speaker feels this frank self-ness ‘shadows our safety’, and 

‘shadows’ seems deliberately ambiguous; does the nakedness of the child protect their safety or threaten it 

12 Britzolakis, The Cambridge Companion to Sylvia Plath, p. 108.
13 Laing, The Divided Self, p. 76.
14 Ibid., p. 17.
15 Ibid. 

by casting this shadow? The speaker seems unsure, concealing themselves in the collective pronouns ‘our’ 

and ‘we’ at the beginning of the poem. ‘Mirror’ also contains representations of older and younger charac-

ters, but in this instance both selves belong to the same person.16 Laing describes how a schizoid individual 

may develop ‘a microcosmos within himself’. 17 There is a sense of this in Plath’s poetic selves, a feeling 

that the constant reinvention of personae is a reaction against outside threat and a turn inwards (‘I grow 

backward’) to the multiple manifestations of the inner self. In ‘Mirror’ the danger of this is expressed in the 

theme of self-effacement: ‘in me she has drowned a young girl, and in me an old woman / Rises toward her, 

day after day, like a terrible fish’. In splitting herself, the speaker has not only symbolically killed her young-

er self, but she has also dehumanised her present self, becoming ‘a terrible fish’. Even more disturbingly, the 

‘I’ in this poem is the mirror; the woman is silenced, and the object gains not only a voice but the ability to 

make value judgements: ‘I am important to her’. The mirror describes itself as a ‘little god’, and the woman, 

by developing a doubled self in her reflection, has enclosed her world upon herself, has, as Laing describes, 

attempted to become ‘omnipotent’, ‘in an unreal, impossible way, all persons and things to [her]self’.18

For this self-effacement to happen, the mirror becomes ‘a lake’. Water, particularly the sea, figures 

often in Plath’s poems as both a live-giving and a life-threatening force to the embodied self. In ‘Suicide 

Off Egg Rock’, the speaker thinks of ‘his body beached with the sea’s garbage, / A machine to breathe and 

beat forever’. 19 The distinction between the self and the sea becomes blurred, the body surrenders itself to 

the water, and the ‘machine’ which beats and breathes could describe either entity. The poem considers the 

loss of the body to water and conveys a connection between water and self-annihilation; the man will be 

swallowed by the ‘forgetful surf’. Peter J. Lowe accounts for this link by figuring Plath’s dead father in her 

seascapes: ‘such memories [of the sea] were both a source of comfort and, more darkly, a measure of some-

thing Plath felt she had lost, something she attempted, through her poetry and also through an increasingly 

strong suicidal desire, to regain’.20  Whilst themes of suicide and reunion in death certainly run through 

Plath’s poetry, the ‘personal extinction’ of which Lowe speaks seem to be connected to her embodied cre-

ative self, rather than to her life.21 In ‘Paralytic’, water is silencing, immobilising: ‘the still waters / Wrap 

my lips’, and in ‘Tulips’ the nurses treat the speaker’s body as like pebbles: ‘they tend it as water / tends to 

the pebbles it must run over, smoothing them gently’ (ll.27-8 , ll. 15-6). In both poems, water touches and 

changes the speaker. In ‘Tulips’, the speaker is disturbed: ‘I have wanted to efface myself’. A comparison is 

16 Plath, Selected Poems, p. 34.
17 Laing, The Divided Self, p. 74. 
18 Ibid. p. 75.
19 Plath, Selected Poems, p. 11.
20 Peter J. Lowe, ‘”Full Fathom Five”: The Dead Father in Sylvia Plath’s Seascapes’ in Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 
49 (University of Texas Press, spring 2007), 21-44 (p. 21).
21 Ibid.
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drawn between the gentle smoothing of her body and the erosion of her inner self; water dissolves, dilutes 

and drowns the creative self.  

In fact, many of Plath’s most complex explorations of the self and the body revolve around the idea 

of perfection; there is a pervading resistance against the perfecting of the body for fear of removal of the 

artistic identity: ‘perfection is terrible, it cannot have children’ (‘The Munich Mannequins’, l. 1). Many of 

Plath’s recurrent themes, such as water and mirrors, are reflective but not reproductive; they do not create 

but merely mimic. In ‘Edge’, perfection is associated with the dead body, another form of sterility: ‘the 

woman is perfected. Her dead / Body wears the smile of accomplishment’. Perfection of the body becomes 

synonymous with preservation, with stasis and with barrenness; Lowe’s idea of extinction becomes quite 

literally the fear of extinction, of losing the ability to create, of the embodied artistic self dying out. 

The doubled and fragmented selves in Plath’s poetry represent an artistic anxiety; the poetic self, in 

order to thrive, cannot be a mere recreation of the poet. The rejection, embracing and disappearance of the 

body, then, represent, in a real person, characteristics which Laing would call schizoid, but that in the poetic 

self convey a fruitful restlessness, a continual reinvention and reincarnation of personae within the malleable 

poetic body.
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James Joyce’s Dubliners: bodily experience and haptic sensations. 

Flo Williams

‘He felt – as he said in “The Holy Office” – that his mission as an artist was to tell the truth about the body 

when his contemporaries were off in soul-country’ (Richard Ellmann, letter to Faber and Faber, 1964).

James Joyce’s representation of bodily experience in Dubliners (1914) illustrates the complex relationship 

between the normality of everyday life and the depth of philosophical and spiritual meaning that exists in 

parallel: the chasm between art and reality, rhetoric and symbolism. Yet Dubliners upon publication was 

condemned by Joyce to be ‘un fiasco solenne’, and was less disheartened by the negative reviewers who 

claimed it was too bodily than he was by the lack of reviews point blank.1 This essay will draw upon Mau-

rice Merleau-Ponty’s theories on the notion of perception. In his seminal essay, ‘Eye and Mind’ he forwards 

the idea that it ‘is by lending his body to the world that the artist changes the world into paintings’.2 Thus I 

shall argue that Joyce lends his body to his fiction, embodying the city of Dublin as a painting of the com-

munity within a finely blended amalgamation of fiction and reality. A universal coherence of bodily realities 

embracing Merleau-Ponty’s theory of intercorporeality shall display how Joyce not only tells the ‘truth’ 

about the city of Dublin, but forwards a universal truth about bodies from past to present, across fiction and 

reality.

In Merleau-Ponty’s essay ‘Cezanne’s Doubt’, he explains how the artist paints in an embodied way 

because he does not allow alternate modes of perception to interrupt his flow. Merleau-Ponty continues that 

we hold preconceived, objective notions about experience that distance us from the ‘spontaneous organisa-

tion of the things we perceive’.3 Much like Edmund Husserl’s concept of the natural attitude, Merleau-Ponty 

considers that anyone who looks objectively at the stream of experience has in fact immobilised it. There-

fore, we could say that to look at the metaphors within Joyce’s short stories and to try to understand them 

would undermine the point of the writing itself. Instead, we must observe how in the ‘process of expressing’, 

‘meaning’ is created ‘before logic’, understanding that the marks on the page are crucial to ‘make visi-

ble how the world touches us’.4 As Ariane Mildenberg forwards, ‘like the practice of phenomenology, the 

relation of the audience to a modernist artwork is not one of knowledge and possession, but one of doubt, 

curiosity and questioning’.5 The reader, therefore, in a state of not-knowing, is also embodied within the text: 
1 Robert Scholes, ‘Grant Richards to James Joyce’, Studies in Bibliography Vol. 16, (Bibliographical Society of the Uni-
versity of Virginia, 1963), p.157
2 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, ‘Eye and Mind’, (1964) <http://www.biolinguagem.com/ling_cog_cult/merleaupon-
ty_1964_eyeandmind.pdf>, p.2
3 Merleau-Ponty, ‘Cezanne’s Doubt’ (1945), <https://faculty.uml.edu/rinnis/cezannedoubt.pdf> p.3
4 Merleau-Ponty, p.7
5 Ariane Mildenberg, “Hooks’ and ‘Anchors’: Cezanne, the Lived Perspective and Modernist Doubt’, Understanding 

to enter into the flow of the work is to find ‘freedom’ within the reciprocal openness between the world and 

the individual. 

In Joyce’s satirical essay ‘The universal literary influence of the Renaissance’, he plots a vision of 

literary history which develops a theory of degeneration rather than progression: 

‘Untiring creative power... the intense desire to feel... unfettered and prolix curiosity have… degener-

ated into frenetic sensationalism. Indeed, one might say of modern man that he has an epidermis rather 

than a soul’.6

An epidermis - essential, yet base; lacking in spirituality or soulfulness. A word which crucially links Joyce’s 

feelings towards contemporary Irish society with his interest in medicine. Although prioritising the con-

nections between Joyce’s prose and physiological discourse, Vike Martina Plock in ‘Joyce and Physiology’ 

maintains ‘it is time to move beyond the “paralysis” paradigm, which has for so long served as an interpreta-

tive tool for Joyce’s works’.7 Yet I find it essential to analyse close readings of ‘paralysis’ throughout Dub-

liners. Not only is Joyce indebted to medical discourse throughout the progression of his literary aesthetics, 

‘paralysis’ is a word which embodies psychological, religious, and cultural intentions, particularly the com-

parison with the paralysis a sufferer of syphilis might have experienced. Even more significantly, Joyce’s 

pieced-together medical history suggests Joyce might have contracted the disease in Dublin or Trieste. In a 

diary from 1907 Joyce’s brother Stanislaus described him of having not only ‘inflamed eyes’ but also ‘stom-

ach problems’ and various ‘rheumatic’ pain.8 Following this first month of illness, Stanislaus then wrote 

that his brother’s right arm had become ‘disabled’. The theory of Joyce’s syphilis raises perennial questions 

about the use of literary evidence, and its application to fictional works is naturally to be approached with 

caution. Yet Joyce himself saw paralysis as a hallmark with which the fictional inhabitants of Dubliners were 

branded: ‘I call the series Dubliners’, Joyce wrote to a friend, ‘to betray the soul of that hemiplegia or paral-

ysis which many consider a city’.9 

The word ‘paralysis’ therefore suggests a cultural stagnation of a city: Dublin is at once embodied as a 

frame that is doubtlessly alive, yet failing, potentially much like the body of the artist himself. These layered 

meanings can be seen within the opening story of the collection, ‘The Sisters’, especially when we consider 

the first paragraph with the noteworthy italics was a revised addition specifically rewritten for inclusion in 

Dubliners: 

‘as I gazed up at the window I said softly to myself the word paralysis. It had always sounded strange-
Merleau-Ponty, Understanding Modernism, (Bloomsbury, 2018), p.68
6 James Joyce, ‘The universal literary influence of the Renaissance’ (Oxford Scholarship, 2017), p.3
7 Vike Martina Plock,  “Introduction to ‘Joyce and Physiology’” James Joyce Quarterly, vol. 46, no. 3/4, (2009), 
<www.jstor.org/stable/20789620> p.433
8 Kevin Birmingham, ‘On Joyce and Syphilis’ Harper’s Magazine, 31 July 2014, <https://harpers.org/blog/2014/07/
on-joyce-and-syphilis/>
9 Richard Ellman, Selected Letters of James Joyce, (Faber and Faber, 2003), p.22

http://www.biolinguagem.com/ling_cog_cult/merleauponty_1964_eyeandmind.pdf
http://www.biolinguagem.com/ling_cog_cult/merleauponty_1964_eyeandmind.pdf
https://faculty.uml.edu/rinnis/cezannedoubt.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20789620
https://harpers.org/blog/2014/07/on-joyce-and-syphilis/
https://harpers.org/blog/2014/07/on-joyce-and-syphilis/


314 315

ly in my ears, like the word gnomon in the Euclid and the word simony in the catechism. But now it 

sounded to me like the name of some maleficent and sinful being’.10

The acoustic signifiers of these three words - how they ‘sounded… in my ears’, holds deep significance for 

the first-person narrator who is made aware that the fragile bodily boundary between inside and outside has 

been crossed. Is this uncanny feeling of the word in the boy’s ear a symbolic gesture relating to the godly 

knowledge the priest had told him? Or as Joseph Valente and Margot Backus forward, ‘does this stimulation 

figure forth the medieval notion of spoken communication as a variant on sexual penetration, with the ear 

serving as a displacement of the anus or vagina, a notion Joyce mobilized in the “Sirens” episode of Ulyss-

es’?11 Either way the Pavlovian fusion of aural signifiers and bodily responses could be considered to be 

layered with other, darker connotations when we consider the priest’s paralysis: probably caused by the three 

strokes he suffered, or as a result of tertiary stage syphilis. Thus we can extend our vision to see that this ‘pa-

ralysis’ not only fills the boy’s ears with both fear and fascination, it also holds twofold meaning: a medical 

condition imposed by a ‘maleficent and sinful being’ versus a suggestion that the priest himself might have 

‘sinned’ through sexual misconduct.12 We must also consider that this story in full was published in 1914, 

seven years after Joyce began treatment for potential syphilis. Only then can we reimagine the word ‘paral-

ysis’ to not only be limited to a meek aural signifer, or a mundane criticism of contemporary Irish (lack of) 

culture, but as a complex stratified sign with layers of meaning, much like the epidermis itself.

When T.S Eliot compared ‘[Joyce’s] early work’, against that of John Milton, he crystalised what we 

now know to be a major theme in Joyce criticism: that of the significance of aural patterns due to his sup-

posed blindness. He saw in the work ‘an auditory imagination abnormally sharpened at the expense of the 

visual. There is little to be seen, and what there is to see is worth looking at’.13 Joyce’s future publisher Syl-

via Beach remembered seeing his eye ‘covered by a sort of opaque curtain’ and in 1907 Joyce experienced 

his first recorded bout of uveitis, an eye inflammation, at the age of twenty-five.14 Again we must approach 

such biographical details with caution, but there are myriad metaphors for blindness which - much like the 

conception of paralysis - permeate Dubliners in multiple ways. Therefore we can see how Joyce’s own bodi-

ly reality informs his writing, changing his own world ‘into paintings’.15 For example, some characters expe-

rience physical blindness much like Joyce’s own poor vision, whereas in other stories blindness operates as 

10 James Joyce, Dubliners, (Oxford, 2008), p.3 
11 Margot Backus and Joseph Valente,  ‘’An Iridescence Difficult to Account For’’: Sexual Initiation in Joyce’s Fiction 
of Development’ (ELH 76, no. 2, 2009) p.530 
12  Joyce, p.3
13 T.S. Eliot, ‘A Note on the Verse of John Milton’ Essays and Studies XXI (1936) p.5
14 Jagdeep Singh Gandhi, ‘Was James Joyce myopic or hyperopic?’ (BMJ, 2011), <https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.
d7464> 
15 Merleau-Ponty, p.2

a form of intentional ignorance: a lack of foresight. Here we can see that blindness is not always limited to a 

physical plane but is a concept that can move from beyond the confines of the body into social criticism. 

Maria, the nurse in ‘Clay’ experiences the dichotomy between darkness and light at the very begin-

ning of the story. Through free indirect discourse, Joyce’s narrator claims that ‘the kitchen was spick and 

span: the cook said you could see yourself in the big copper boilers’.16 This, Joyce seems to say, is going to 

be a domestic story; one that begins with a clear-sighted, optimistic clarity of a reflected satisfied face. As 

the story progresses, however, Joyce employs blindness to display future uncertainties, and a potentially 

dubious past: 

‘The next-door girls... led the children to the table, blindfolded…. They insisted on then blindfolding 

Maria and leading her up to the table to see what she would get; and, while they were putting on the 

bandage, Maria laughed and laughed again until the top of her nose nearly met the tip of her chin… 

she moved her hand about… and descended on one of the saucers. She felt a soft wet substance with 

her fingers and was surprised that nobody spoke or took off her bandage’.17

In this passage the word ‘blindfold’ changes to ‘bandage’ - a seemingly insignificant shift until we consider 

the fact that bandages are used to promote the healing of wounds: Maria might be experiencing a form of 

concealed pain. This is followed by a description of Maria that is constantly reinforced throughout the story: 

her curling features are not unlike that of a witch. Spinsterhood and a life condemned to solitude is therefore 

ingrained within the reader’s vision, a notion which is only reinforced when Maria lowers her hand onto the 

clay, confirming a future which will include early death: a lack of foresight, then, or an inability to predict 

what will soon come. The sensory deprivation that Maria experiences could be compared to being buried 

underground: a return to earthly remains forecast earlier. When she is brought back to the world, it is audi-

tory sensations that welcome her first: her blindness, created by a bandage hiding her wounds is not initially 

removed. The story ends with Joe, who finds himself so moved by the aria Maria sings that his eyes cloud 

with tears: ‘he could not find what he was looking for and in the end he had to ask his wife to tell him where 

the corkscrew was’.18 Inability to emote is thus covered up with the reliable numbing effect of alcohol and 

Joe is rendered temporarily blind. The employment of these interpretations of blindness can be considered 

to be even more significant because of Joyce’s own struggles with his vision. Much like fellow modernist 

T.S.Eliot’s ‘visions and revisions’, Joyce also employs metaphors of sight that relate to his own body, along 

with the bodies of the population of the city.19 

Borderlines, whether they be crossing places between districts of Dublin, one-way streets to failure, 

16 Joyce, p.76
17 Joyce, p.80
18 Joyce, p.81
19 T.S. Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ Collected Poems 1909-62, (Faber and Faber 2008), p.14 

https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.d7464
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.d7464
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or rather more spiritual: those between the living and the dead, permeate Dubliners. ‘Borders’ related to the 

body are most clearly shown through the fragile boundary between the dead and alive, but also between the 

crossings-over of the senses; of the inherent intersensoriality that pervades the book. Borderlines are the 

product of language and culture, notes Ellen Carol Jones, who perceives a borderline an ‘elliptical space 

between the self and the other’ a notion that Joyce, like other modernist authors, was preoccupied with 

after Freud’s concept of the divided psyche.20 We can see this most clearly in ‘The Dead’, in which Gabriel 

and Gretta Conroy’s relationship presents both a musing on Irish national identity and lost love. Gretta is 

seen by her husband as an embodiment of Irish nationalism as she stands at the top of the stairs, listening 

to an Irish tune. Gabriel declares that ‘there was a grace and mystery in her attitude as if she were a symbol 

of something… is he were a painter he would paint her in that attitude’.21 The stairs here represent a clear 

boundary: a crossing place between what Gabriel is incorrectly certain of, and the reality of Gretta’s past. 

As we inhabit the inner minds of the characters, we realise that even they attempt to capture one-another 

within fictionalised versions - here, a ‘painting’. Artistic interpretation, Joyce puports, is universal. The 

couple in ‘The Dead’ return to their room after Gabriel experiences a brief pang of lust for his wife, yet soon 

after Gretta reveals the story of her lost love tied up in death. ‘[S]he stopped’, Joyce’s narrator says, and 

‘overcome by emotion, [she] flung herself face downward on the bed... Gabriel held her hand for a moment 

longer, irresolutely, and then, shy of intruding on her grief, let it fall gently and walked quietly to the win-

dow’.22 Why does Gabriel, when he is faced with a ‘dull anger’ that ‘glow[s] angrily in his veins’ drop the 

hand of his wife - the embodiment of their commitment to each other - and stalk to the window: a threshold 

of change holding deep symbolic significance?23 Perhaps the window here displays a borderline. Much like 

Gretta can never gain the love of her childhood sweetheart Michael who died for her, Gabriel cannot cross 

the love-boundary of his wife: he can never touch her soul as her youthful lover had once done. Faced with 

the transparency of the window, Gabriel - and the reader - are made to realise that all is not quite as clear as 

it initially appeared: his wife who once embodied puritanical Irishness is revealed to have experienced more 

depth of feeling than he could ever give her, by a man who has crossed the border between death and life. 

This borderline is emphasised more in the final passage: ‘His soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow 

falling faintly through the universe and faintly falling…  upon all the living and the dead’.24 Not only is the 

snow embodied as having a kind of body itself, as it ‘taps’ upon the window, but it also falls on ‘all the liv-

ing and the dead’ - an image of consistency and egalitarianism between those bodies which are ubiquitously 

20 Ellen Carol Jones, ‘Borderlines’ Joyce: Feminism, Post, Colonialism, (European Joyce Studies, Vol. 8, 1998), p.33
21 Joyce, p.165
22 Joyce, p.175
23 Joyce, p.174
24 Joyce, p.176

under ‘crooked crosses’ - whether they be buried in a graveyard or kneeling at confession.25

This hovering presence of the dead is developed further by Joyce in ‘Eveline’, where the physi-

cal presence is less felt than it is smelt. Eveline looks around the room, sitting on ‘dusty cretonne’ blithely 

considering the items she had ‘dusted once a week for so many years’ and pondering ‘where on earth all the 

dust came from’.26 The dust could symbolise the nature of routine for Eveline, but as is purported by Francis 

O’Gorman, it also represents a literal substance of the dead: ‘ashes to ashes, dust to dust’.27 ‘The coloured 

print of Blessed Margaret Mary Alacoque’ holds deep significance: 

‘Blessed Margaret helped to promote special dedication to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. Her body lay 

uncorrupted in her tomb at Paray-le-Monial. The dust in Joyce’s story is literally on a picture of one 

who was celebrated for not becoming dust, a contrast to Eveline’s promise to a woman (her mother) 

who now really is dust’.28 

The boundary between the living and the dead is perhaps less binary than we might have first believed. 

Considering that the bodily presence of those departed hover in the air around her, they are thus drawn into 

Eveline’s body with every deepening breath: the past and present intermingle. This sinister combination is 

advanced by using intersensoriality in a later passage, where Eveline finds herself ‘in the close dark room at 

the other side of the hall… outside she heard a melancholy air of Italy. The organ-player had been ordered 

to go away and given sixpence’.29 In this section we see the two organs alloy: she hears the music in the 

present and in the past - as the music reminds her of her mother’s funeral - and like Maria experiences in 

‘Clay’, she is deprived of her sight. The sensory deprivation as she falls into darkness serves as a dual cross-

ing-of-boundaries. As she cannot see, she hears, and the past blends with the present in a morbid moment of 

realisation: she shall become her mother if she does not leave Ireland, but if she does leave Ireland she may 

be condemned to a life of mistreatment. Here, Joyce potentially employs the metaphor of lack of foresight, 

not of literal blindness, through intersensorality. Joyce here, however, presents an incomplete image: much 

like the fragile balance that Joyce’s own syphilitic body lay in, Eveline’s future is uncertain, and no clear 

conclusion is drawn. Our relation to the story is one that is - like Merleau-Ponty notes - not one of knowl-

edge and possession, but one that is actively curious, and involved in the story through questioning, much 

like the practice of phenomenology itself.

Stepping back from the volume, we can see the stories as a single body of work, metamorphosing, an 

idea that Hugh Kenner develops:

25  Joyce, p.176
26  Joyce, p. 26
27  Francis O’Gorman, ‘What is Haunting Dubliners?’ James Joyce Quarterly, Vol. 48, (2011) <www.jstor.org/sta-
ble/23342953>  p.454
28  O’Gorman, p.455
29  Joyce, p.28
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‘Each story lets us think that it obeys the pictorial convention of a fixed perspective, subject and view-

er set in place until the work of portrayal is finished. But the book is a succession of such pictures, or 

the trace of a moving metamorphosing subject’.30  

This ‘fixed perspective’ is itself an embodied idea: the reader has a bodily involvement in the text which is 

just as legitimate as the bodies within the stories and the body of the author himself. Much like that ‘queer 

smell’ of the wetted bed which weaves its way through A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, the bodily 

movements of the characters and of the author himself are universally familiar: stretching out from the page 

into the body-consciousness of the readers.31 A parallel to Samuel Beckett’s critical commentary of Fin-

negans Wake can also be drawn: Joyce’s ‘writing is not about something. It is that something itself’.32 That 

something I would argue is the body. In the same way as Dubliners can be seen both as individual stories 

and as a coherent collection, Joyce’s wider works can be seen to build a picture of a body breathing; loving; 

excreting; dying. To refer back to Merleau-Ponty, who forwarded the idea of the bodily involvement of the 

artist in the world, thus ‘chang[ing] the world into paintings’, we might say that this might presuppose the 

artist’s body to be immersed in and made of the same stuff as the world.33 Merleau-Ponty goes on to develop 

this theory of ‘intertwining’ or ‘overlapping’ in which the artist’s body is fully embodied within the world: 

no distinct division between the sensing and the senses, between body and things. The body of the artist is 

therefore deeply immersed in the city of Dublin, just as Dublin is deeply immersed within Joyce, an idea 

supported by Joyce’s intention for the book in a 1906 letter to Grant Richards: ‘I have tried to present [Dub-

lin] to the indifferent public under four of its aspects: childhood, adolescence, maturity and public life’.34 

The notion of a developing body politic; a coherent community which has a generality of flesh could cer-

tainly be said to embrace an intercorporeality, an anonymous way of being distributed between individual 

bodies. Their bodies, like the body of the text as a collective, are at once ‘real’ and ‘symbolic’; the ‘part’ yet 

also the ‘whole’, embodying Dublin on every layer; stratified like the epidermis itself. The perception of the 

stories by the reader can also be said to be held in a fragile balance - like the syphilitic body of the author - 

embracing a universal intercorporeality which makes an embodied painting of Dublin where ‘meaning’ is 

shown before ‘logic’.  Within this collection Joyce gives the modern reader an insight into multiple distinct 

individuals who collectively stand as representative: their personalities alleviating any potential foray into 

stereotype yet as a composite whole becoming a united metamorphosing human subject. ‘The handshake too 

is reversible’, says Merleau-Ponty: we are not so different from one-another.35

30 Hugh Kenner, ‘The cubist portrait’ in Thomas Staley and Bernard Benstock, eds. Approaches to Joyce’s Portrait: 
ten essays (University of Pittsburgh Press, 1976), p.181
31 James Joyce, A Portrait of The Artist as a Young Man, (Oxford, 1999), p.1
32 Samuel Beckett (et. al), James Joyce/Finnegans Wake, (New Directions Publishing, 1972), p.54
33 Merleau-Ponty, p.2
34 Robert Scholes, p.153
35 Merleau-Ponty, p.2
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The Phenomenology of the Spirit of Capitalism:

A Hegelian and Weberian analysis of The Interesting Narrative Of The Life Of Olaudah Equiano, Or 

Gustavus Vassa, The African

Dominic Gilani

The Interesting Narrative Of The Life Of Olaudah Equiano, Or Gustavus Vassa, The African (1789)(hereaf-

ter referred to as The Interesting Narrative) is a text deeply concerned with the interconnection between reli-

gion, capitalism and the process of ‘becoming a Western subject’. This interconnection (and in turn, the text 

as a whole) can be better understood through the philosophical and sociological lenses provided by Georg 

Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and Max Weber. Hegel allows for a greater understanding of what it means to be a 

‘subject’ as opposed to an ‘object’, while Weber helps us explore the interconnection between capitalism and 

religion, specifically Methodism and Calvinsim. What shall be argued is that capitalist exchange, religion 

and the subject-object distinction work in conjunction to justify one another within The Interesting Narra-

tive, and within the character of Equiano contained in the text. This circular self-justification allows for the 

contradictions of each individual system to be explained away by another. But recognition of this circularity 

brings attention to the lack of real justification outside of this circular process.

 The subject-object distinction and how it relates to The Interesting Narrative is discussed in detail 

by Fred Moten. When analysing Equiano’s first encounter with a slave ship, Moten makes us aware of the 

use of consumption as a motif: ‘The young Equiano is scared of being consumed, and though he is not eaten 

by the white men, certainly he is consumed by the ship…drawn into the economy the ship symbolizes and 

instantiates, and incorporated into the dialectic of recognition’.1 The ‘economy’ to which Moten is refer-

ring is both western capitalist economics and the economy of dialectics. With this in mind, we can analyse 

this scene from the perspective of Hegel’s “Lord-Bondsman dialectic”. In Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel 

describes how ‘self-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and by the fact that, it so exists for anoth-

er’ through a hypothetical encounter of two consciousnesses. 2 In this encounter, each attempts to control 

the other, resulting in a ‘life-and-death struggle.’3 This ends with the consciousnesses left as ‘two opposed 

shapes of consciousness; one is the independent consciousness…the other is the dependent consciousness 

…The former is lord, the other is bondsman.’4 This encounter is extremely similar to the one described by 

Equiano. There is no literal ‘life-and-death struggle’ in Equiano’s account, but what is similar is the use of 
1 Fred Moten, “Knowledge of Freedom”, in CR: The New Centennial Review, 4.2 (2004), 269-310, (p. 289).
2 G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. by A.V. Miller, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), p. 111
3 Ibid, p. 114
4 Ibid, paragraph 189, p. 115

‘fear’ in both. Just as the bondsman in Hegel’s narrative has their ‘whole being…seized with dread; for it 

has experienced the fear of death, the absolute Lord’, Equiano’s fear is one of death.5 Equiano states ‘I was 

now persuaded…that they were going to kill me’ and that ‘if ten thousand worlds had been my own, I would 

have freely parted with them all to have exchanged my condition with that of the meanest slave in my own 

country.’6 The fear of death Equiano experiences is so severe that he would exchange it for slavery, which 

is exactly what the bondsman does in Hegel’s narrative. What is important to note here is the centrality of 

capitalist economics to this process. Equiano is made aware that he is not to be eaten by other black people 

who ‘were some of those who brought [him] on board, and had been receiving their pay’ (55). They are de-

fined by their power over Equiano (‘brought [him] on board’), which is provided to them through capitalist 

economics (‘their pay’). They are subjects to Equiano the object and lords to Equiano the bondsman. In this 

way, capitalist wealth justifies a system in which one is subject and the other is object, always in dialectical 

conflict. This is treated symbolically by their attempt to give Equiano alcohol, which he rejects, due to his 

nature as the consumed, rather than as a consumer (or inconsumable). This dichotomy of the consumed and 

the inconsumable is seemingly not present in Equiano’s culture of origin where, as Moten points out, ‘food 

is given a double status - sustenance and (possibly) poison’.7 This is shown by Equiano when he describes 

how ‘When they [the natives] buy any eatable the seller kisses it all round before the buyer, to shew him it is 

not poisoned. (43)’ While in Equiano’s country of origin, the contradiction of the consumable and inconsum-

able is presented as resolved through cultural practices, for the West it is resolved through (usually violent) 

dialectical struggle, as is present in the intensely capitalist practice of the slave trade. It is therefore through 

this passage that Equiano’s place as an object in a dialectical opposition with subjects is established, in con-

tradistinction to the culture he has been stolen from. 

 Now that Equiano has been inducted into, or consumed by, western dialectical systems, he attempts 

to morally justify it, in the face of his own oppression. This justification is provided by Protestantism. After 

being told about God and attending church, Equiano states that ‘from what I could understand by him of 

this God, and by seeing these white people did not sell one another…I thought they were much happier than 

we Africans. (68)’ In an evocation of dialectical opposition of the ‘paganistic’ Africans with the Protestant 

English-people, Equiano sides with the English. While he currently identifies with Africans through the use 

of the term ‘we’ in comparison to ‘these white people’, there is a clear desire and aspiration towards being 

what Moten terms a ‘(virtual) Englishman’.8 Equiano pursues this identity as a way of escaping slavery. He 
5 Ibid, paragraph 194, p. 117
6 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative and Other Writings, edited with an Introduction and Notes by Vincent Carretta, rev. 
edn (London: Penguin, 2003), p. 55. All further references are to this edition. 
7  Moten, p. 289
8  Moten, p. 295
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wishes to be a subject to escape being an object. 

 But this raises an issue. How does one reconcile the materialistic nature of capitalist economy with a 

religion which claims in its sacred text that ‘it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for 

a rich man to enter the kingdom of God’ (Matthew 19. 24)? Max Weber, in his seminal text The Protestant 

Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905) , explains how puritanical Protestantism can be seen as a reason for 

the dominance of capitalism in the West. To summarise Weber’s argument, capitalism requires the acquisi-

tion of wealth as ‘an end in itself’, rather than as a means to material ends.9 Weber explains this ‘peculiar 

ethic’ through the Calvinist concept of ‘predestination’, which claims that God predetermines who enters 

heaven, and that your actions on earth have no effect and material goods and deeds are therefore meaning-

less and unholy.10 However, your actions can be seen as a sign of your already present predestination (‘The 

religious believer can make himself sure of his state of grace in that he feels himself to be…the tool of the 

divine will’).11 This mixture of disdain for the material and a desire for signs of predestination makes wealth 

acquisition a perfect way to demonstrate one’s connection to God (‘When the limitation of consumption is 

combined with this release of acquisitive activity, the inevitable practical result is obvious: accumulation 

of capital through ascetic compulsion to save’).12 The only condition is that such acquisition needs to be 

‘within the bounds of formal correctness’.13 This directly applies to the Protestantism of Equiano through-

out the book, as he describes himself as a ‘predestinarian’, believing that ‘whatever fate had determined 

must ever come to pass…if it were my fate not to be freed, I never should be so, and all my endeavours 

for that purpose would be fruitless’. However, directly after this, Equiano tells us that he ‘looked up with 

prayers anxiously to God for [his] liberty’ and ‘used every honest means’ (119) to gain it. In addition, the 

first ‘honest means’ he mentions is that he ‘became master of a few pounds’ (119). The word ‘master’ can 

be related back again to the lord-bondsman dialectic, showing Equiano’s movement towards a position as 

lord or master through wealth accumulation. In addition, this description of protestant asceticism leading to 

capitalist wealth accumulation corresponds to Weber’s argument for their inherently interconnected nature. It 

may be argued that Equiano’s later conversion to Methodism demonstrates an abandonment of predestinar-

ian beliefs. However, Weber argues that Methodism behaves in the same fashion as Calvinism (‘The signs 

given by conduct which formed an indispensable means of ascertaining true conversion…were in fact just 

the same as those of Calvinism’).14 Therefore, religious belief for Equiano is deeply intertwined with the 
9 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, translated by Talcott Parsons and Introduction by Anthony Gid-
dens (Abingdon: Routledge, 2007), p. 17
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid, p. 68
12 Ibid, p. 116
13 Ibid, p. 120
14 Weber, p.92

concept of the subject-object distinction and capitalism.

 To conclude, Equiano becomes another part of the capitalism-religion-subject-object system through-

out the text. He is inducted into the Western subject-object distinction when he is captured, into religion 

when he lands in England, and into capitalist exchange when he works to buy his freedom. These moments 

are pivotal to the text, but they are not the only times Equiano interacts with these systems. He is constantly 

interacting with these systems after these induction points, and his identity becomes inseparable from them. 
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An Exploration of the Use of Animal Imagery in the Early Modern period in revealing 

Attitudes to Drink 

 

Layla Link 

 

Multiple sources from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries include animal imagery running 

alongside themes of drink and disorder. This paper will explore the relationship between ani-

mals and drink in this period and will attempt to discover what the use of animalistic metaphors 

in sixteenth and seventeenth-century sources reveals to us about contemporary attitudes to-

wards drinking. The early modern period saw the rise of a new consumerism era which paral-

leled the growth of alehouses and other drinking establishments. This is reflected and criticised 

in contemporary entertainment including depictions of animals in artwork, literature, ballads, 

pamphlets and speeches from religious reformers. This essay will first outline contemporary 

debates on animal-human relations before turning to the genre of singerie, a genre of artwork 

which portrayed monkeys in human clothing and environments and partaking in human activ-

ities, often acting foolishly. Animals and beasts featuring in critical literature, ballads and 

speeches will then be analysed, including specific references to dogs and pigs. Comparisons 

will be drawn to those sources that do not include animal imagery, to reveal possible purposes 

behind its use, exploring how depicting animals with human characteristics allowed the artist 

or author to satirise and mythologize human encounters.  

 

There are gaps in the historiography of this topic, largely because only some specific animals 

have been studied as seen in Alison Stewart’s ‘Man’s Best Friend?’ which discusses the rela-

tionship between dogs, pigs and drink in Germany. She concludes that the embodiment of fa-

miliar animals in text and art related to drinking is unsurprising, given that drink played such 

 

a central role in society.1 Ann Tlusty’s work on drink in early modern Germany, ‘Bacchus And 

Civic Order', only briefly touches on the matter, suggesting that animal portrayals of humans 

were a form of entertainment.2 Other historians that have studied bestiality and drink include 

James Nicholls with his book on Politics and Drink in England, ‘The Politics Of Alcohol’, and 

Erica Fudge’s work on animal-human relations, which mainly focuses on animal imagery in 

contemporary literature.3 The only research relating to monkey scenes specifically is a thesis 

by Megan Donnelly looking at David Teniers’ work, however linking this to attitudes towards 

drink is not her focus.4 Thus, there has not yet been any literature on artwork and drinking, 

monkeys for example, or a study of animal imagery and attitudes to drink as a whole; the aim 

of this paper being to attempt to fill that gap. 

 

It is important to be aware of the limitations of the sources used, which largely stem from 

paintings featuring monkeys socialising as humans do, as their subject. One flaw in considering 

such artwork is that it mainly portrays imagery relating to the upper classes, making it difficult 

to draw wider conclusions. However, representation of the lower classes is more evident in 

ballads and woodcuts, which give examples of everyday life. Although these sources are in-

tentionally satirical, meaning the content will be exaggerated, this essay is based on metaphor-

ical imagery (individuals did not actually transform into animals) so it is this that we are inter-

ested in, making these sources one of the most reliable. Speeches by reformers such as Luther 

 
1 A. Stewart, ‘Man’s Best Friend? Dogs and Pigs in Early Modern Germany’, in P.F. Cueno (ed.), Animals and 
Early Modern Identity (Farnham, England and Burlington: Ashgate/Bower, 2014).  
2  A. Tlusty, Bacchus and Civic Order: The Culture of Drink in Early Modern Germany (Charlottesville, Vir-
ginia: University Press of Virginia, 2001). 
3 J. Nicholls, The Politics of Alcohol (Oxford: Manchester University Press, 2014). 
E. Fudge, Brutal Reasoning: Animals, Rationality, and Humanity in Early Modern England (New York: Cornell 
University Press, 2006). 
4 M. Donnelly, Aping the Nobility the Monkey Paintings of David Teniers the Younger in their Social Context 
(University of Utrecht: MA thesis, 2011), web. 
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may have had an agenda in advocating protestant reform, however, this does not mean dismiss-

ing his works; as a well-known reformer, his criticism of drink through animal imagery can be 

seen as representative.5 Given its fictionality, how far we can apply literature to real life is 

questionable. However, the importance of literature should not be overlooked: its reflection of 

contemporary attitudes makes it a valuable lens into early modern life - the images of bestiality 

mirror the growing concerns regarding the rise of alehouses and drink. 

 

Before analysing these sources, we must outline contemporary views on humans and animals. 

Humanist thinkers viewed humans as being fundamentally different from other animals, mainly 

because humans are capable of thought, reason and language. Can a dog actively choose to get 

drunk? According to the humanist school of thought, no; animals do not have a choice, but 

instincts, that cannot be controlled. Scholar and humanist, Juan Vives, believed the true sacri-

fices of a Christian were the offering of worship and the renunciation of animal passions.6 This 

suggests that humans have irresistible responses that we share with animals - early modern 

thinkers believed that when intoxicated, these innate reactions were exposed, no longer hidden 

by our materialistic exterior. 

 

Many paintings of the seventeenth-century suggest that drink correlated with metaphorical bes-

tiality. This is seen through the theme of ‘singerie’, which featured humorous scenes generally 

involving monkeys appearing in human attire and a human environment. In these sources, 

monkeys were used to symbolise vice, as well as being regarded as shameless, impish charac-

ters and excellent imitators of human behaviour. Flemish painter, Breughel the Younger’s 

 
5 M. Luther, ‘Sermon on Soberness and Moderation Against Gluttony and Drunkenness’ (1539) in W. Dober-
stein (ed.), Luther’s Works, Sermons (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1959), LI. 291-9, 292-3. 
6 E. George, ‘Rules of Engagement: The Humanist Apologetics of Vives De Veritate Fidei Christianae’ in 
Erasmus of Rotterdam Society Yearbook (ed.) (Location Unknown, Brill Publishers, 2007). XXVII. 

 

Monkey’s Feasting implies drunkenness caused a loss of control, irresponsible behaviour and 

an inability to care for oneself and one’s family.7 The composition shows monkeys engaging 

in mischief and includes a painting above the door by Peter Rubens, Ceres and Pan, which 

provides a contrast between the cultivated world and the wild world of the monkeys shown.8 

 

These depictions of monkeys can be interpreted as a playful metaphor for folly, as is further 

seen in the work of David Teniers, who created entire societies out of monkeys dressed as men 

- wearing extravagant clothing, sitting in taverns, drinking, smoking, and playing games. Ten-

iers’ work reveals key attitudes to drink; his paintings clearly show negative implications of 

apes engaging in these activities, fools giving into worldly temptations and committing sins. 

His Monkey Tavern and Monkeys Drinking and Smoking portray monkeys ridiculing man’s 

vanity, shown eating and drinking excessively.9 Smoking Monkeys in a Tavern again portrays 

monkeys smoking, drinking and dozing off; some of the apes play cards and others sit, watch-

ing the card game.10 Noticeably, the ape dispensing the drinks is in a fool’s costume and com-

bined with the sinful connotations of drinking and smoking, this suggests some sort of critique 

or comic mocking of foolish behaviour. However, it is noted that by this time, Teniers was 

moving away from mocking drinkers and smokers; it is possible that he was more interested in 

creating the genre of singerie than criticising drinking. Thus, these scenes should be seen more 

as a commentary on class and social mobility. His Festival of Monkeys shows ornately dressed 

soldier monkeys drinking and smoking and features symbols of excess in an abundance of food 

 
7 Breughel the Younger, ‘Monkey’s Feasting’, (1621, Private Collection). 
8 P. Reubens, ‘Ceres and Pan’, (1615, Madrid, Museo del Prado). 
9 D. Teniers, Monkey Tavern (c.1640, St. Petersburg, Hermitage Museum), Wikiart. 
https://www.wikiart.org/en/david-teniers-the-younger/monkey-tavern [Accessed 24/04/18]; D. Teniers, Mon-
keys Drinking and Smoking, (c.1660, Madrid, Spain, Museo del Prado), Wikimedia. https://commons.wiki-
media.org/wiki/File:David_Teniers_(II)_-_Smoking_and_drinking_monkeys.jpg 
[Accessed 24/04/18]. 
10 D. Teniers, ‘Smoking Monkeys in a Tavern’ (1630-99, Nostell Priory, West Yorkshire) in R. Peyre (ed.), Da-
vid Teniers: Biographie Critique; Illustrée de vingt-quatre reproductions hors texts (Paris: Henri Laurens, 
1910), 113. 
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and wine.11 They enjoy themselves in front of a tent set up on a town square and on the tent, 

we see an owl recalling the Flemish proverb ‘wat baten kaars en bril als de uil niet zien en 

lezen wil?’, meaning ‘what's the benefit of a candle and glasses when the owl does not want to 

see?’12 His work can, therefore, be seen as a criticism of the role of fools in high places, hinting 

at a larger narrative of class and identity. The apes are dressed exclusively as the elite and as 

soldiers, drinking and playing games in uniforms. Even if we accept the idea that paintings 

such as Monkeys Drinking and Smoking are criticising foolish behaviour, as Donnelly explains, 

it is difficult to explain why Teniers would attack the upper class, in paintings of apes dressed 

as the elite.13 They are engaging in common vices such as gluttony and drink but more im-

portantly, they are engaging in displays of wealth and rank. Teniers‘ ’aping ’of the elite sug-

gests that the lower social orders and social climbers were attempting to imitate their lifestyle, 

as apes would. We can, therefore, infer that such scenes are allegories for the futility of man’s 

possessions and actions. 

 

Good fellowship ballads often describe the drunkard as a ‘beast’; a motif favoured in critical 

drink literature. One ballad describes a Dutchman who ‘took too much’: ‘he drank so long as I 

suppose, till grease drops fell from his nose and like a beast befoul’d his hose.’14 The ballad ‘A 

Statute for Swearers and Drunkards’ furthers this: ‘you that by guzzling transforms your best 

features/changing your selves from men into swinish creatures.’ Many contemporary writers 

also used the image of the drunkard as a ‘beast’ to criticise such behaviour. As the poet George 

Gascoigne put it; drunkenness is a ‘beastlie vyce’ and ‘all drunkards are beasts’; overindulging 

 
11 D. Teniers, ‘Festival of Monkeys’, (1633, Private Collection). 
12 Wiktionary. https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/wat_baten_kaars_en_bril_als_de_uil_niet_zien_en_wil [accessed 
24/04/18]. 
13 Donnelly, Aping the Nobility. 
14 T. D’Urfey, Wit and Mirth: Or, Pills to Purge Melancholy (London: W. Pearson, 1719), V. 64. 

 

in alcohol will ‘weaken reason and understanding’ - thus the drinker becomes an animal, break-

ing down the social order by doing so.15 Thomas Adams goes on; ‘he is in some respect worse 

than a beast, for few beasts will drink more than they need’ and Richard Younge furthered this 

in 1638; ‘there is little difference between a drunkard and a beast, but that he doth exceed a 

beast in beastliness.’16 Thus, both moralists and critical ballads share the theme of showing 

drunkards as inverting the 'chain of being’ which placed men above women and women above 

beasts, on the grounds of capacity to reason. As David Underdown highlights, despite the prev-

alence of alcoholic beverages in early modern society, drunkenness was generally condemned; 

good men drank but were never drunk.17 The above literature, therefore, stresses the idea of 

drinking as a necessity and not a past time, as reflected by the 1604 licensing act which says 

the ‘ancient true and principal purpose’ of drinking establishments was for the ‘receipt, relief 

and lodging of wayfaring people’.18 

 

However, the metaphor of a beast can be used in a different way. In other good fellowship 

ballads, it is used to portray conflicts of identity.‘ Roaring Dick of Dover ’implies that the 

willingness to spend was a form of ‘entry requirement ’to become a good fellow: ‘let such 

sharking base companions be kickt out of company, for they be but beastly hang on’s’.19 Thus 

it is not the excessive drinker, but the frugal one described as beastly, implying it was the 

capacity to be sociable that set man apart from beast. Therefore, we find different conclusions 

 
15 G. Gascoigne, ‘A Delicate Diet for Dainte Mouthed Drunkardes’, in E. Fudge (ed.), Brutal Reasoning: Ani-
mals, Rationality, and Humanity in Early Modern England (New York: Cornell University Press, 2006), 62. 
Gascoigne, ‘A Delicate Diet’. 
16 T. Adams, Mystical Bedlam, or the World of Mad Men (London: George Purslowe, 1615), 61. 
R. Younge, The Drunkard's Character: Or, a True Drunkard with Such Sinnes as Raigne in Him (London: R. 
Badger, 1638), 2-3. 
17 D. Underdown, Political Culture and Cultural Politics in Early Modern England: Essays Presented to David 
Underdown (England: Manchester University Press, 1995). 
18 M. Hailwood, Alehouses and Good Fellowship in Early Modern England (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer 
Ltd, 2014), 25. 
19 ‘Roaring Dick of Dover’ (Pepys Library: University of Cambridge, 1632), 1.435. 
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stem from different types of sources; writers such as Gascoigne condemn excess through 

beastly images, yet ballads imply it was the reluctant socialiser, not the heavy drinker who was 

the least humane. These ballads reveal that to ordinary working people, drinking was a sociable 

act, and not something that should be condemned, conflicting with attitudes seen in contempo-

rary literature, often written by moralists or elites. These distinctions between sources reflect 

the fact that the lower classes viewed drinking as part of their identity and supports the idea 

that regularly attending the alehouse had ritualistic tendencies.  

 

When looking at attitudes to drink, it is practical to turn to popular literature. Seventeenth-

century depictions of drunkards often show them as having the heads of animals and ‘brute 

beasts.’ In the 1634 ‘Comus’, John Milton presents intemperate drunks who give in to their 

‘lower' appetites and choose a life of pleasure and excess over one of rationality: ‘but when 

lust by unchaste looks, loose gestures and foul talk’.20 When Comus, the son of Bacchus and 

Circe, offers these humans a drink, ’the visage quite transforms of him that drinks and the 

inglorious likeness of a beast fixes instead.’21 Thus, the potion causes them to lose their sense 

of reason, individuality, sense of self and takes from the drinker the thing that marks them as 

human, which according to ‘Comus ’is ‘character'd in the face’.22 Thus, as according to hu-

manist views, humanity is linked with reason, which the drinkers have lost, therefore they pro-

ceed to become animal-headed. Furthermore, Milton’s portrayal reflects the idea that reason is 

tied with recollection; it is for this reasons that his drunks ‘their…native home forget.’ Thus, 

Milton reflects contemporary attitudes that viewed drunkards as a beastly herd; a group of de-

individualised defaced beings. 

 

 
20 J. Milton, The Poetical Works of John Milton, (New York: Thomas Crowell Co., 1890), V.321. 
21 Milton, The Poetical Works of John Milton, V. 323. 
22 Milton, The Poetical Works of John Milton, V. 329. 

 

Texts such as this highlight the fear of bestial transformation, which originated in the Myth of 

Circe. Circe in Greek legend was able to change humans into wolves, lions and swine, by 

means of drugs and incantations. She transformed Ulysses’ followers into swine, giving them 

the snouts and ugly, bristly forms of pigs and Richard Young makes this connection explicit 

when he says drunkards ‘suffer themselves to be transformed from men into swine, as Elpenor 

was transformed by Circes into a hogge’.23 Thomas Heywood also refers to Circe in a way that 

conveys the demonic quality of alcohol and the fragility of the human in the face of it: ‘the 

horrid vice of drunkenness and intemperance, which like the cup of Cyrces, turns men into 

beasts, is to be avoided, as an open enemy to all goodness and virtue.’24 The Circe story is 

crucial as Sir Walter Raleigh, and many other early modern thinkers understood such meta-

morphoses as showing ‘the change of men’s conditions, from reason to brutality, from vertue 

to vice, from meeknesse to cruelty and from justice to oppression.’25  

 

Some sources suggest the idea that drinkers are transformed into beasts who are the real repre-

sentations of themselves. Thomas Young’s ‘England’s Bane’ describes nine types of drunkard 

including ‘lyon drunke, which breaks glass windowes, calls the hostess whore, strikes, fights 

or quarrels with either brother, friend or father’ and ‘sheepe drunke who is very kind and liberal 

and says by god captain I love you’ 26 This is further seen in a popular story of the period - that 

of Robert the Devil.27 Robert was a misbehaved child who moved to the woods and while living 

there ate copius amounts of food and drunk to excess. This was seen by society as a sin against 

God and an act of defiance against the authorities. He eventually realised the errors of his ways, 

 
23 R. Younge, The Blemish of Government, the Shame of Religion, the Disgrace of Mankind  (London: A.M. 
1658). 
24 T. Heywood, Philocothonista or the Drunkard Opened Dissected and Anatomised (London: Robert Raworth, 
1635), 2. 
25 W. Raleigh, The History of the World in Five Books (London: Walter Burre, 1614), 27. 
26 T. Young, England’s Bane (London: William Jones, 1617), 1. 
27 A. Graf, The Story of the Devil, tr. E. Stone (New York: Macmillan, 1931), 119-21. 
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but was, as punishment, forced to eat with dogs for twelve years; it was only by experiencing 

life as a beast, that Robert could become a man again.28 Texts such as these indicate that glut-

tony reveals the true personality of each individual; when stripped of their materialistic envi-

ronment, humans are in fact, wild.  

 

A substantial body of drinking imagery in printed form existed in the early sixteenth century 

and dogs and pigs are repeatedly found within this imagery as emblems of gluttony and animal-

like behaviour. The centrality of these animals is looked at in Alison Stewart’s essay on the use 

of images of pigs and dogs in German Reformist discourse on drunkenness and social iden-

tity.29 Despite being poorly written, the essay identifies that the variety of dogs and pigs visu-

alised by artists reflected the discourse surrounding civility at the time.30  

 

Pigs and dogs ran were common on the streets of early modern Europe, including in towns like 

Nuremberg.31 Numerous woodcuts from Nuremberg at this time show pigs associated with 

drink, an example being an engraving by Virgil Solis, which places a grapevine alongside pigs 

sampling several drunkards vomit.32 Further, a large Nuremberg woodcut called ‘Kermis at 

Mögeldorf’ by Sebald Beham and Erhard Schön, begins with a pig before an inn, who then 

sniffs (or consumes) a pile of filth.33 The inclusion of the pig signifies its presence in everyday 

 
28 Graf, The Story of the Devil, 119-21. 
29 Stewart, ‘Mans Best Friend?’ 
30 Stewart, ‘Mans Best Friend?’, 28-30. 
31 R. Muchembled, Popular Culture and Elite Culture in France 1450-1750, tr. L. Cochrane (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1985), 109, 117. 
32 W. Strauss, The Illustrated Bartsch (Location Unknown: Abaris Books, 1991), IX. no. 258. 
33 S. Beham and E. Schön ‘Kermis at Mögeldorf’, (Gotha, Duke's Museum,1528) in A. Stewart, Before Brue-
gel: Sebald Beham and the Origins of Peasant Festival Imagery (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Company, 
2008), fig 3.4, pl. 1. 

 

life and that those in the inn have eaten or drunk to excess. The image, therefore, implies glut-

tony, as reflected in the text accompanying the woodcut, however, the majority of the print 

shows lively but decorous dancers, indicating the pig only marks part of the activity.34 

 

None of the mainstream religious leaders in the early modern period banned the drinking of 

alcohol but most emphasised the need for moderation. In a sermon delivered at Wittenberg in 

1539, Martin Luther clarified his position; ‘Germany is a land of hogs… If you were going to 

paint it, you would have to paint a pig…But do not make a pig of yourself; remain a human 

being.35 Luther goes on to say that the ‘drinking devil’ leads the lazy life of a pig, thus likening 

widespread drunkenness to the habits of pigs. To religious leaders, bestiality was despicable, 

thus the strictest control in matters of food and drink was essential. Beasts would eat as much 

as they could, but religious reformers preached that to be such a repulsive creature, without 

self-control or reason, would be a sin. The soul was to be honoured, even in eating and drinking; 

gluttony represented the Antichrist. 

 

Dogs also featured prominently in early modern discourse. The dog’s indiscriminate eating 

habits were well known; Beham’s ‘Large Kermis' shows a peasant lying on a bench expelling 

his drink on the ground, where it is lapped up by a dog, an inn in the background serving as the 

backdrop. The 1530’s pamphlet 'A New Song. This Song is Called the Drunken Matins' again 

shows a dog showing interest in what a drunken man is expelling.36 Thus, the image of a vom-

iting man and a dog becomes an emblem of drunkenness. Thus, dogs’ pig-like interest in and 

ability to eat everything in sight resulted in dogs becoming emblems of gluttonous behaviour 

 
34 Stewart, Before Bruegel, fig 3.4, pl. 1. 
35 Luther, ‘Sermon on Soberness’. 
36 Stewart, Before Bruegel, fig. 2.7. 
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in the early sixteenth century when humanists, along with the authorities and reformers ad-

dressed their concern for social issues. 

 

Thus, seen in the sources above, dogs and pigs indicated undesirable human qualities that over-

lapped with these animals. Emblematic of change at a time of moral panic when attempts to 

shape behaviour and create social identity across class boundaries increased, dogs and pigs 

were vehicles of discourse on the subject of manners and identifiers of unacceptable behaviour. 

As Stewart argues in her book, at a time when drinking played such a central role in society, 

‘it is unsurprising that reform also extended to the perceived “drinking problem” and to the 

familiar animals that embodied it.’37 This is further seen in acts that attempted to limit the 

number of alehouses. The 1604 act against alehouses was described as ’an act to restrain the 

inordinate haunting and tipling of inns, alehouses and other victualling houses’, yet there is no 

mention of any animal imagery.38 This is further seen in the 1552 Licensing act in which Jus-

tice’s of the Peace were fully empowered ‘to reject and put away common ale-selling’, remov-

ing them as necessary. The reason for the act was again, explained; the ‘intolerable hurts and 

troubles to the common wealth of this realm doth daily grow and increase through such abuses 

and disorders as are had and used in common ale-houses and other houses’.39 These acts no-

ticeably do not include any references to animals or beasts, highlighting the differences be-

tween satirical ballads, literature and speeches which do use animal metaphors. Thus, animal 

imagery was a form of social persuasion that reflected the concerns over drinking. 

 

The early modern definition of a good, moral human was in fact to have distinctly different 

qualities from beasts. The belief that humanity manifested itself through faith and reason meant 

 
37 Stewart, ‘Mans Best Friend?’ 
38 Hailwood, Alehouses, 25. 
39 Hailwood, Alehouses, 24. 

 

that the absence of these attributes led to a fear that humans could become indistinguishable 

from beasts. It was drink, already seen as a gluttonous sin by many, that caused the loss of 

these humane qualities. Thus, despite the lack of historiography on the topic, historians gener-

ally concur a similar argument to mine; beastly symbolism was used to show how drink caused 

individuals to lose control and gain wild, animalistic characteristics. Yet, animals were also 

used to reflect and express ideas of class and identity, as seen in both the works of Teniers and 

good fellowship ballads. These sources reflect wider satirical representations of people's vanity 

and materialistic tendencies, values widely condemned within the reformation and seen in state 

attempts to control drinking as the elite, rising ‘middle sort ’and moralistic attitudes combined 

against popular culture and drinking establishments. Civilisation was characterised by taste, 

refinement, or restraint; thus, drunkenness, which implies a loss of control and responsibility, 

was seen as making an individual (and hence society) uncivilised, like a beast. 
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Sculpting power: rethinking statuary as a medium for political and civic messaging in 
Renaissance Florence. 

 

Ben Mannings 

 

The revival of public statuary in Renaissance Florence has been historically underappreciated. Statues 

were deeply interwoven into the urban fabric of Florence’s cityscape and they were commissioned by 

groups and individuals to convey carefully crafted civic and political messages. To understand why 

statuary was used to embody these messages it is important to note the idiosyncratic virtues of the 

medium. These were encapsulated by Petrarch in the following observation: ‘Statues approach nature 

more closely than pictures; the latter can only be seen, the other can be touched. They also have 

substance, complete and solid, as well as greater durability.’1 The three-dimensionality and tactility of 

sculpture meant that it did not require the same level of sensory imagination that painting did for 

viewers to conceive ‘real images’.2 As Bendetto Varchi, the humanist responsible for initiating the 

Paragone debate, explained, ‘by touching a statue one can confirm everything that the eye sees’.3 

Furthermore, the durability of statues meant that they could be placed outside in public settings and 

used to convey wide-reaching messages, which did not require literacy to be understood.  

  This essay will seek to demonstrate how statues conveyed civic messages, focussing on their 

use in the creation of an ideal cityscape, the reification of Florentine identity as well as portraying 

visual authority, particularly in civic rituals. In addition to these three civic messages, this essay will 

also highlight the use of statues to convey precise political messages of tyrannicide, as well as 

examining how state symbols were appropriated by individuals for their own purposes. The messages 

 
1 Cited in Brendan Cassidy, Politics, Civic Ideals and Sculpture in Italy c. 1240-1400 (London: Harvey Miller, 2007), 
p.231. 
2 Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture, ed. by Sarah Blake McHam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 
p.13. 
3 Paragone refers to the debate started by Varchi over which medium, painting or sculpture, was superior; Varchi as cited 
in G. A. Johnson, ‘Touch, Tactility, and the Reception of Sculpture in Early Modern Italy’, in A Companion to Art 
Theory (John Wiley & Sons: Ltd, 2008), p.69. 
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this essay will focus on is by no means an exhaustive list of messages which were conveyed by statues, 

but a selective one, which I hope might serve as a springboard for further investigation.4  

  The paucity of historical literature which addresses Renaissance sculpture has been born out of 

a preference amongst scholars for the study of painting and architecture.5 This preference could be 

interpreted as a reflection of a more general lack of enthusiasm for sculpture in the present day. In 

2018, the Uffizi gallery received 2,004,358 visitors whilst the neighbouring Bargello sculpture gallery 

received only 226,584.6 Irrespective of the cause, the historiographical lack of interest in sculpture has 

been accentuated by the fact that the few works which do exist have often been limited by approaches 

which follow the model of Vasari’s ‘Lives of the Artists’, presenting an almost hagiographic focus on 

individual artists or patrons.7 These approaches have frequently been coupled with an overemphasis 

on the aesthetic, often at the expense of the historical interest in the civic and political contexts. The 

result of these factors is that this general paucity of literature on sculpture is particularly acute in 

scholarship examining its use to convey political and civic messages.  

  In more recent years there have been some valuable efforts to remedy this lacuna of scholarship, 

most notably, Sarah B. McHam’s ‘Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture’, 1998, and Kathleen W. 

Christian and David J. Drogin, ‘Patronage and Italian Renaissance Sculpture’, 2010.8 However, whilst 

these compendiums are valuable additions to a corpus which greatly needs research, the essays which 

they include are eclectic and neither book attempts a conclusion to draw together cross-essay themes. 

The historical shift towards micro-histories has meant that although the civic and political functions 

of individual statues have been analysed, there has remained a failure to trace these functions across 

 
4 In addition to the functions outlined here, there could be added religious messages, as well as the messages of private 
and small-scale sculptures which were pervasive in 15th and 16th century Florentine households. For more on this see Joy 
Kenseth ‘The Virtue of Littleness: Small-Scale Sculptures of the Italian Renaissance’ in S.B. McHam, Looking at Italian 
Renaissance Sculpture. 
5 S. B. McHam, Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture, pp. 5-6. 
6 Direzione Generale Bilancio, Visitatori e Introiti Di Musei Monumenti e Aree Archeologiche Statali - ANNO 2018, 9 
July 2019 <http://www.statistica.beniculturali.it/rilevazioni/musei/Anno%202018/MUSEI_TAVOLA7_2018.pdf>. 
7 For an example of this see John Pope-Hennessey’s thorough but biographic An Introduction to Italian Sculpture. 
8 The latter work styles itself as ‘first book to be dedicated to the topic’ [see cover page]. 

statues to offer insights into the wider trends underpinning their usage in 15th and 16th century Florence. 

This essay will endeavour to pursue a selection of these functions, in the attempt to underline the 

necessity for a historical re-evaluation of Renaissance statuary. 

  In the context of the fierce inter-city rivalries of the Italian peninsula, many statues were 

commissioned by the Signoria in early Quattrocento Florence to advertise the city’s prosperity.9 The 

desire to make Florence the ‘new Rome’ meant that great importance was attached to the creation of 

an ideal cityscape. Leon Battista Alberti, the great art theorist of the Quattrocento, hoped that the 

naturalism of sculpture could move men to virtuous actions through emulation of what they saw.10 An 

idea of what Florentines may have envisaged is suggested in the anonymous 15th century painting of 

an ideal cityscape featured in Figure 1. The centrality of the four columned statues, each representing 

a different virtue of the city, implies the important function of statuary in the creation of an idealized 

city.11 This importance is similarly apparent in Alberti’s ‘re aedificatoria’ in which he notes that 

sculpture ‘contributes much to the magnificence of the city… because of its intrinsic physical or 

material splendor.’12 It was widely considered that sculpture should not be vainglorious but should 

promote virtuous behaviour for the good of the city, in this way Alberti encapsulated the zeitgeist 

amongst much of Florence’s humanist intelligentsia.  It was therefore with these justifications that in 

the period between the end of the Ciompi Rebellion13 and the rise of the Medici (1382-1430), the 

Signoria commissioned over two dozen public statues.14  

 
9 K. Christian and D. Drogin ed. Patronage and Italian Renaissance Sculpture, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), p.2. 
10 J. B. Riess, ‘The Civic View of Sculpture in Alberti’s De Re Aedificatoria’ p.10. 
11 S. B. McHam, Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture, p.151. 
12 J. B. Riess, ‘The Civic View of Sculpture in Alberti’s De Re Aedificatoria’, Renaissance Quarterly, 32.1 (1979), 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2859869, p.4. 
13 Ciompi Rebellion was a revolt of the labourers (popolo minuto) and especially the wool workers (known as the 
Ciompi) in 1378 against the patrician oligarchy which lasted until it was overthrown was overthrown in 1382 
14 G. A. Johnson, ‘The Lion on the Piazza: Patrician Politics and Public Statuary in Central Florence.’ in: Secular 
Sculpture, 1300-1550, ed. T. Frangenberg and P. Linley (Shaun Tyas Press, 2000), p.58. 
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  Statuary patronised by the Signoria in the early Quattrocento was frequently designed to elicit 

sentiments of civic identity and authority. The abstract nature of Florence’s exaggerated self-image, 

as well as the near memory of the Ciompi Rebellion, 1378-82, meant that the ruling patriciate felt it 

necessary and expedient to reify its own conception of Florentine identity, as a way of fostering 

allegiance to the Republican regime. Statuary commissioned in this early period therefore frequently 

took on the form of Florence’s ancestral symbols.15 For example, the subject matter of Donatello’s 

Marzocco, 1419-20, the lion of Mars, was chosen because Mars was said to be one of the city’s 

mythical founders.16 In addition to this, lions were perceived as emblematic of power, victory and 

guardianship.17 These notions were emphasised by the lion’s paw on top of a shield carrying the 

heraldic Florentine gilglio (fleur-de-lis), which was another of the city’s most identifiable symbols.18 

The diary of innkeeper Bartolommeo di Michele del Corazza tells us that the Priors would sit alongside 

the Marzocco when speaking to the public in the Piazza, ‘our Priors seated in their usual place on the 

 
15 A. W. B. Randolph, Engaging Symbols: Gender, Politics, and Public Art in Fifteenth-Century Florence (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2002), p.7. 
16 S. B. McHam, Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture, p.160. 
17 G. A., Johnson, ‘The Lion on the Piazza’, p.65. 
18 Ibid, p.65. 

Figure 1: View of an Ideal Cityscape, Anonymous, 15th century, Walters Art Gallery 

ringhiera… beside the gilded lion.’19 In this way, the patrician elite participated in a visual dialogue 

with the statue as a way of demonstrating their own close association with the liberty of Florence which 

it embodied. Thus, although all statuary in this period was commissioned under the pretence that it 

was for the good of the city, and indeed, the reaffirmation of Florentine symbolic heritage did help 

strengthen sentiments of a Florentine identity, statues were also used by the patriciate as a way of 

strengthening and legitimating their own power.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  This use of statuary in civic rituals is an essential way through which the medium was 

manipulated to convey civic messages. The use of statuary in civic rituals also demonstrates how 

 
19 Ibid, p.66 ; ringhiera refers to the raised platform outside the Palazzo della Signoria. 

Figure 2: Marzocco, Donatello, 1419-20,  Museo 
Nazionale del Bargello, Florence. 
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deeply interwoven sculptures were in the urban theatre of Renaissance Florence. One of the principal 

purposes for using statues in these rituals was to convey civic authority and order. For example, in the 

festival of St John the Baptist, the head of the Marzocco would be crowned with an enamelled 

diadem.20 This coronation could suggest that in the absence of a permanent figurehead in the Republic, 

the Marzocco took on an almost monarchical function as the embodiment of Florence and its virtues. 

Indeed, its role as an upholder of ‘liberty’ would have been further compounded through another ritual 

where prisoners from defeated territories were forced to kiss the rear of the Marzocco, as a symbol of 

their subjugation to Florence.21  This implied authority attributed to the Marzocco is corroborated 

through the placement of smaller versions of the statue in territories occupied by Florence, as a 

reminder of Florentine supremacy.22  

 

  Donatello’s now lost Dovizia c.1428-30, was similarly used in civic rituals to emphasise 

Florentine prosperity. The Dovizia, the personification of abundance, was placed on top of a 

freestanding column in the Mercato Vecchio, depicted as holding a cornucopia and basket of on top of 

her head to embody the vitality and abundance of the city.23 To emphasise this, criminals were ritually 

chained to the Dovizia and whipped, which would have created a striking visual juxtaposition between 

the abundance of the Republic and the sufferings of its enemies. Both the Marzocco and the Dovizia 

functioned within the burgeoning arena of an idealized Florentine cityscape to convey messages of 

civic identity and authority. These statues were nominally commissioned for the good of the city, and 

Florentines could identify with the symbols of their heritage which they embodied. That said, there 

 
20 Sacchetti as cited in S.Horner and J. Horner, ‘Walks in Florence: Churches, Streets and Palaces’ 
<http://www.florin.ms/hwalks15.html>  [accessed 22 November 2019]. ; S. B. McHam, Looking at Italian Renaissance 
Sculpture, p.160. 
21 S. B. McHam, Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture, p.160. 
22 Ibid, p.160. 
23 As captured in the diary of Luca Landucci quoted in Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture, p.92.  

was undeniably a self-serving purpose for the patriciate who commissioned them, as by reifying the 

abstract ideals of the Republic, they helped strengthen and legitimate the regime which they dominated.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Whilst the Signoria reified Florentine symbols for civic purposes, these same symbols were 

appropriated by individuals, principally the Medici, as a way of conveying specific political messages.  

One of these specific political messages was that the Medici were the upholders of Florentine liberty 

and republicanism. This was achieved through the appropriation of civic symbols, as was evident in 

Donatello’s David, Figure. 4. The choice of David, another symbol of Florence, as the subject was 

intended to be a method of presenting the Medici as synonymous with the virtues of the Republic.  The 

Figure 3: Dovizia, Donatello, c.1428-30 (image 
taken from an anonymous painting 'View of the 
Mercato Vecchio, Florence), Calenzano, Bertini 
Coll. [Photo: Kunsthistorisches Institut) 
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Medicean David was erected at a time when Donatello’s marble David of 1416 still stood in the Priors 

meeting hall in the Palazzo della Signoria. 24As the first free-standing nude since antiquity, and 

similarly as a statue cast from bronze, it was intended not only to equate the Medici with the virtues 

of the Republic, but to subtly surpass them.25 The contrapposto pose gave the sculpture an aura of 

Castiglionian sprezzatura perhaps representative of the adroit and effortless way in which the Medici 

were able to influence the Republic. 26  Furthermore, however, the revival of the Polyclitian 

contrapposto pose, which had been used in so many of the ancient sculptures being recovered in the 

Quattrocento, made Donatello’s David the first Renaissance sculpture since antiquity to appear ‘il moto 

ed il fiato’.27 In this way, the bronze David helped present the Medici as avant-garde in their artistic 

innovation but also deeply connected to the aforementioned revival of Rome.  

  In attributing responsibility for these innovations there exists the problem of shared agency. 

The binary client-artist model espoused by Vasari and Burckhardt fails to account for the more 

complex networks which underpinned sculptural patronage. 28 Secretaries could request commissions 

on behalf of patrons, whilst apprentices in workshops could sculpt key aspects of a design. The problem 

of shared agency can make it as difficult to definitively attribute the aspects of sculptural design to a 

specific individual as it is to assess the sculpture’s reception. Irrespective of what degree of 

responsibility certain individuals should be attributed, the position of Donatello’s David in the quasi-

public Medicean courtyard meant that it was intended to be seen as an omnipresent reminder of where 

the real power in Florence lay. Its efficacy in presenting the Medici as Florentine ‘Davids’ can be 

 
24 S. B. McHam, ‘Donatello’s Bronze “David” and “Judith” as Metaphors of Medici Rule in Florence’, The Art Bulletin, 
83.1 (2001), 32 https://doi.org/10.2307/3177189 p.34. 
25 S. B. McHam, ‘“David” and “Judith” as Metaphors of Medici Rule’, p.34. 
26 Sprezzatura refers to ‘a certain nonchalance, so as to conceal all art and make whatever one does or says appear to be 
without effort and almost without any thought about it’, see Castiglione’s ‘The Courtier’ ; the use of Sprezzatura here is a 
slight misnomer given that ‘The Courtier’, in which he coined the term, was published almost a century after the 
commission of Donatello’s David. However, the term bears utility in explaining David’s pose and its possible intentions. 
27 In motion and breath, a term used frequently by Vasari; An influential example of one these works recovered in the 
contrapposto pose was the Belvedere Torso. 
28 For more on this issue see Melissa M. Bullard’s ‘Medici Patronage and the Problem of Shared Agency’ in The Italian 
Renaissance: The Essential Readings, ed. by Paula Findlen, Blackwell Essential Readings in History (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell, 2002), pp. 299-316. 

evidenced in the following panegyric written by Niccolò Risorboli, a friend of the poet Bernardo Pulci, 

to Piero de Medici, shortly after the Pitti-Neroni conspiracy of 1466:  

I [Fiorenza] see to your [Piero’s] left and right sides 
Two green little laurel branches rise, 
And it appears that each desires 
To shade my hair with its fronds, 
On a column is an armed one, 
Who appears to give grief to your enemies, 
So that you fear and love 
That which is done by him to overcome Goliath.29 

 

To Risoborboli, Piero de Medici’s victory over his enemies resembled David’s conquest of Goliath. 

Although this panegyric is by its very nature partisan, it shows that to some degree the Medici were 

achieving success in portraying themselves as synonymous with David, and by extension the virtues 

of the Republic.  

  The appropriation of state symbols was similarly manifest in Baccio Bandinelli’s Hercules and 

Cacus. Hercules, regarded by many Florentines as the founder of the city, is depicted in a moment of 

pause before he executes the cattle thief Cacus. The characterisation of Hercules is again implicit that 

the Medici are synonymous with Florence and the moment of pause was intended to convey Medicean 

leniency.30 Indeed, the project itself, like the symbols which it depicts, was also appropriated and not 

initiated by the Medici or Bandanelli. The sculpture’s commission was in fact instigated by the 

Gonfaloniere Piero Soderini for Michelangelo in 1507, however, its failure to be realised meant that 

upon the return of the Medici to power it was taken over by the Medici and Bandanelli for purposes 

which were, as historian Michael Morford put it, ‘mutually fulfilling’.31   

 

 
29 Pitti Neroni conspiracy refers to the failed plot of Luca Pitti and Diotisalvi Neroni to oust Piero de Medici.; Risorboli’s 
panegyric as cited in A. W. B. Randolph, ‘Engaging Symbols’, p.140. 
30 S. B. McHam, Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture, p.166. 
31 M. D. Morford, ‘Carving for a Future: Baccio Bandinelli Securing Medici Patronage Through his Mutually Fulfilling 
and Propagandistic “Hercules And Cacus”’ (Case Western Reserve University School of Graduate Studies, 2009). 
http://rave.ohiolink.edu/etdc/view?acc_num=case1238622957 p.3. 
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Whilst Risoborboli’s canzone suggests that Donatello’s David achieved some success in the 

appropriation of state symbols by the Medici, the response to Bandanelli’s Hercules was comparatively 

negative as angry citizens inscribed vituperative epigrams onto its base as the sculpture became a 

lightning rod for critique against the Medici.32  That said, although this appropriation resulted in 

different responses, in both instances, the appropriation of these symbols through statuary was used to 

convey precise political messages.  

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In addition to the specific political message of conveying the Medici as synonymous with Florence 

and its liberties, these two statues were also connected through the specific political message of 

 
32 S. B. McHam, Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture, p.166. 
 

Figure 4: David, Donatello, c.1430-50, Museo 
Nazionale del Bargello. 

Figure 5: Hercules and Cacus, Baccio 
Bandinelli, 1525–1534, right of the entrance of 
the Palazzo Vecchio. 

tyrannicide.  Sculptural portrayals of tyrannicide were a form of specific political message which was 

extremely popular in Renaissance Florence. The almost saintly esteem in which the Republic was held 

meant that anyone who was not its champion was by default portrayed as its tyrant. Consequently, 

whenever the pendulum of political power swung, the victors endeavoured to portray the vanquished 

as tyrants and themselves as defenders of Florentine liberty. For example, Donatello’s Judith and 

Holofernes was commissioned by the Medici as a way of portraying their own tyrannicide over the 

ruling elites who had preceded them.33 However, following their expulsion in 1494, the statue was 

seized from the Medici Palace and moved to the ringhiera in order for Savonarola’s new regime to 

present itself as the biblical Judith, and the Medici as the tyrant Holofernes. This portrayal of the 

Medici as tyrants was compounded by the Signoria’s commission of Michelangelo’s David. In the 

same way in which Donatello’s bronze David was a challenge to the marble of 1416, Michelangelo’s 

David was used to re-appropriate the symbol of David for ‘Florence’. Positioned on the ringhiera, 

David’s gaze was focussed in the direction of Rome where the Medici had fled in exile. 34 

Michelangelo’s David is not depicted post-conflict, as Donatello’s versions had been, but instead in 

pensive anticipation before the conflict, a symbol perhaps of a readiness of the revived republic for 

any challenge which may lay ahead. 

  Indeed, upon the return of the Medici, the notion of tyrannicide would be again conveyed in 

Cellini’s Perseus with the Head of Medusa. Positioned in the Loggia dei Lanzi, Cellini’s Perseus was 

intentionally meant to stupefy and shock viewers, as was implied by the graphic depiction of blood 

dripping from Medusa’s head. This was a particularly pertinent message given that Cosimo I had 

decapitated a number of his prisoners in the Piazza della Signoria, following his victory at Montemurlo, 

in 1537.35 Thus, the use of statuary for the specific political messages, of tyrannicide, as well as the 

 
33 S. B. McHam, ‘“David” and “Judith” as Metaphors of Medici Rule’ p.34. 
34 S. B. McHam, Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture, p.165. 
35 S. B. McHam, Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture, p.169. 
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message of individual synonymity with republican virtues are implicit of the essential function of 

statuary as a medium for embodying political rhetoric. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  In conclusion, the lack of scholarship examining the uses of statuary for civic and political 

messaging in 15th and 16th century Florence has meant that the medium’s practical function has been 

significantly underappreciated. Statues, because of their virtues as a medium, were an indispensable 

Figure 6: Judith and Holofernes, Donatello, 
1457–1464, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. 

Figure 7: Perseus with the Head of 
Medusa, Cellini, 1545–1554, Loggia dei 
Lanzi, Piazza della Signoria. 

instrument for visual rhetoric during the Renaissance. This essay has explored three of the fundamental 

uses of statue for civic messaging. Principally, sculptures were used as a way of creating an ideal 

cityscape intended to foster individual virtù amongst its citizens and assert Florence’s self-image as 

the new Rome. Secondly, sculptures were used to reify the abstract ideals of Florentine republicanism 

and forge a sentiment of collective Florentine identity. Thirdly, statues were employed to perform an 

important visual dialogue in civic rituals, which aimed to connote civic authority. Statues were 

similarly used to embody specific political messages. This was manifest in the appropriation of civic 

symbols for individual self-aggrandisement by the Medici. However, the use of statues for specific 

political messaging was perhaps best exemplified by the back and forth nature of commissions of 

statues depicting tyrannicide in accordance with shifts in Florentine political power. Leonardo Bruni 

writing in the early Quattrocento suggested that 'as blood is to the whole body, so are delights and 

ornaments spread throughout the city’.36 Statues should therefore not be seen as inferior to painting or 

architecture, but as an integral component of the holistic urban theatre of Florentine politics. Statuary 

was deeply interwoven with the civic and political fabric of Renaissance Florence, and it was used to 

a great extent, as a means of sculpting power.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
36 Bruni as cited in G. A., Johnson ‘The Lion on the Piazza’, p.59. 
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The Importance of Slaveholding Women to American Capitalism 

Sophie Finegan 

The development of capitalism in the United States owes much to the growth of American 

slavery throughout the 18th and 19th centuries; as Edward Baptist writes, ‘enslaved African-

Americans built the modern United States, and indeed the entire modern world, in ways both 

obvious and hidden’1. American capitalism is renowned for its celebration of free market 

competition, private ownership and its proponent of the self-made man, yet its origins lie in a 

system which promotes the legal ownership and forced labor of human beings for the benefit 

of others. This argument was first presented by Eric Williams in Capitalism & Slavery in 1944, 

and has continued to gain momentum in recent years due to the work of new historians of 

capitalism such as Baptist, Beckert and Rockman, who explore the relationship between 

slavery and capitalism in the United States In doing so, many of these historians point to the 

economic impacts of America’s agricultural industry in this period, which relied entirely on 

slaveholders’ use of ‘the cheapest and most available labor in the world’, thus recognizing 

slavery as the driving force of capitalism. 2 However, it is evident that there is a tendency for 

historians to focus solely on the role of men in examinations of the relationship between slavery 

and capitalism; Stephanie E. Jones-Rogers writes, ‘historians see the slave market as a 

masculine place, a domain in which white women did not belong’.3 This essay aims to dispel 

this notion by revealing the various ways in which women participated in slave ownership, thus 

contributing to the continuation of slavery and consequent development of capitalism. In 

particular, their production of cash crops, the slave management techniques and the breeding 

 
1 Edward E. Baptist., The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism (New 
York: Basic Books, 2016) 23 
2 Sven Beckert., Empire of Cotton: A Global History (Penguin Random House USA, 2014) 108 
3 Stephanie E. Jones-Rogers., They Were Her Property: White Women as Slave Owners in the American South 
(Yale University Press, 2019) 82 

practices adopted by female slaveholders demonstrate that they ‘fully embraced the institution 

of slavery and all the economic benefits that came along with it’.4 Therefore, through the 

evaluation of slave testimonies, the accounts of female slaveholders and the previous 

historiography of slaveholding women, this essay will argue that slaveholding women were 

active participants in the institution of slavery, thus demonstrating their extreme importance to 

the development of capitalism in the United States. 

 Beckert and Rockman argue that the development of capitalism in the United States 

began on slave plantations in the South, ‘America’s first big businesses’.5 It is evident that the 

growth of America’s agricultural industries greatly contributed to the development of 

capitalism; not only did plantation owners acquire vast private wealth, but the global demand 

for commodities such as cotton meant that growing, financing, transporting and marketing 

these cash crops was ‘a source of great wealth for the nation’s merchants and banks’.6 

Moreover, Beckert asserts the vital role of slavery in this economic development, writing, 

‘enslaved workers grew the cotton that made the United States into the nineteenth-century 

version of what Saudi Arabia would become with respect to oil in the twentieth’.7 Hence, 

slaveholders expanding their production of commodities such as cotton demonstrate ‘the 

classic capitalistic skill of moving beyond the unprofitable confines of one business for greater 

profit in another’.8 However, the contribution of slaveholding women to America’s growing 

agricultural production has been widely underestimated, despite estimates by historians which 

suggest that female slaveholders account for as high as 40 percent of total slaveholder 

 
4 Rogers., They Were Her Property, 204 
5 Beckert., Empire of Cotton, 13 
6 Dina Gerdeman., ‘The Clear Connection Between Slavery and American Capitalism’ 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/hbsworkingknowledge/2017/05/03/the-clear-connection-between-slavery-and-
american-capitalism/#7aa696787bd3 [accessed 15-11-19] 
7 Sven Beckert and Seth Rockman., Slavery’s Capitalism: A New History of American Economic Development 
(University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016) 13 
8 Greg Gandin., ‘Capitalism and Slavery’, https://www.thenation.com/article/capitalism-and-slavery/ [accessed 
21-11-19] 
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numbers.9 Moreover, Rogers’ research indicates that slaveholding women primarily aimed to 

benefit economically from the institution of slavery by capitalizing upon the demand for 

valuable commodities. This section of the essay will therefore explore slaveholding women’s 

contribution to American agricultural production. 

 One such woman is Elizabeth Pinckney, ‘the first important agriculturalist of the United 

States’, whose introduction of indigo as a cash crop produced by slave labour transformed the 

US economy.10 Pinckney’s letters detail her immense success with the production of indigo on 

her South Carolina plantations; she writes, ‘I make no doubt Indigo will prove a very valuable 

commodity in time’ and ‘there was such a fine prospect on our plantations of a great crop that 

I was hopeful of clearing all the money that was due upon the Estate’.11 This demonstrates her 

awareness of the economic value of agricultural production. As a result of Pinckney’s efforts, 

indigo sustained South Carolina for over thirty years; by 1754, over 1,000,000 pounds was 

exported annually, thus indicating Pinckney’s immense contribution to the economic growth 

of the US economy.12 A further example of slaveholding women’s contributions to the 

development of capitalism lies in Rickels’ evaluation of the life of Rachel O’Connor which 

demonstrates her successful use of slave labor to profit from cotton production. Rickels writes, 

‘her obsession was making the plantation an efficient productive unit’, indicating the efforts 

made by O’Connor to effectively manage her plantation and its labor force.13 This point is 

corroborated in letters written by O’Connor detailing her progress with cotton production. In 

1825, she writes, ‘I have fifty-seven bales pressed… I still hope that the cotton crop will be 

 
9 Rogers., They Were Her Property, 17 
10 ‘History of American Women’, http://www.womenhistoryblog.com/2008/09/eliza-lucas-pinckney.html 
[accessed 20-11-19] 
11 Letters of Elizabeth Pinckney, found in The Letterbook of Eliza Lucas Pinckney 1739-1762, ed. By Elise 
Pinckney, (University South Carolina, 1997) 23 
12 ‘Elizabeth Pinckney’, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Elizabeth-Pinckney [accessed 22-11-19] 
13 Patricia Rickels., ‘Louisiana History’, The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association, 26 (1985), 110-
112 (p.111)   

larger than it was last year, but can’t be sure until I get it ginned’, and she later reported that 

her plantation had exceeded its previous record of production ‘by at least twenty bales’.14 

Moreover, an evaluation of the WPA testimony of former slave, Litt Young, enhances our view 

of slaveholding women’s role in agricultural production. Young’s descriptions of his mistress, 

Martha Gibbs, a cotton planter in the mid-19th century, demonstrates the methods she used to 

ensure the highest possible levels of cotton production by her slaves, such as setting daily 

cotton quotas for each slave, with severe punishment if they weren’t reached; any slave ‘not 

getting his task’ would be whipped.15 Hence, there are countless examples of women who 

engaged in slave ownership to gain financial reward through the production of the world’s most 

desired commodities. This indicates that slaveholding women played a highly important role 

in the development of capitalism by using slave labour to contribute to the nation’s economic 

growth.  

 In 1859, journalist James Redpath attributed the male domination of the institution of 

slavery to women being ‘insulated by southern patriarchs’, an argument furthered by Clinton 

who argues that American society aimed to protect women from ‘the sullying influence of 

slavery’.16 This view of slaveholding women can be linked to their own portrayals of slave 

ownership; as Rogers writes, slaveholding women ‘often distorted, obfuscated, and distanced 

themselves’ from the institution of slavery, portraying themselves as ‘forever sacrificing 

women who had played purely benevolent roles’.17 However, Rogers, Dornan and Smart aim 

to dispel this notion by investigating the various slave management techniques employed by 

 
14 Rachel O’Connor., ‘Letter to David Weeks’ (December 1825), found in Mistress of Evergreen Plantation: 
Rachel O’Connor’s Legacy of Letters, 1823-1845, ed. By Allie B. Windham Webb (SUNY Press: 1984) 8  
Sara Sundberg., ‘A Female Planter from West Feliciana Parish: The Letters of Rachel O’Connor’, Louisiana 
History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association, 47 (2006), 39-62 (p. 39) 
15 Interview with Litt Young, found in Rogers., They Were Her Property, 10 
16 Statement of James Redpath, found in Rogers., They Were Her Property, 11 
Catherine Clinton., The Plantation Mistress: Woman’s World in the Old South (Random House USA Inc., 1984) 
109 
17 Rogers., They Were Her Property, 202 
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slaveholding women. Their main focus is the use of violence by slaveholding women which 

demonstrates that the institution of slavery ‘involved female slaveholders in addition to male 

slaveholders’.18 This section of the essay will therefore explore the management techniques 

adopted by slaveholding women to demonstrate their contribution to the institution of slavery, 

and thus to the development of capitalism. In particular, this will show that slave plantations 

were ‘the site of early development of industrial discipline’.19   

 Beckert and Rockman argue that the violence of the plantation was central to American 

economic development, writing, ‘the violence of the lash, in the field and at the weighing 

house, pushed workers to ever-greater fields of picking’.20 This is evidenced by the fact that 

between 1810 and 1850, the daily amount of cotton picked by enslaved people increased by 

400%, suggesting that the violent management techniques employed by slaveholders 

contributed to the rapid growth of the economy and consequently to the development of 

capitalism.21 The accounts of former slaves demonstrate that slaveholding women conformed 

to the use of violent slave management techniques; Litt Young’s testimony demonstrates 

slaveholder Martha Gibbs’ brutal tactics to ensure efficient production on her plantations. 

Young describes Gibbs as ‘a big, rich Irishwoman… not scared of no man’, who would ‘buckle 

on two guns’ and set cotton quotas for individual slaves to increase their productivity. As 

previously mentioned, any slave ‘not getting his task’ would be severely punished, thus 

demonstrating Gibbs’ use of violent punishments and target-setting to ensure slave 

productivity.22  Harriet Tubman’s slave account further demonstrates slaveholding women’s 

use of violence through the portrayal of her mistress, Elizabeth Brodress. She writes, ‘that 

 
18 Katie Smart., ‘“De old devil!”: Female Slaveholders, Violence, and Slave Management in Louisiana’ 
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9nv4p6x8 [accessed 12-11-2019] 
19 Beckert., Empire of Cotton, 116 
20 Beckert & Rockman., Slavery’s Capitalism, 15 
21 Beckert & Rockman., Slavery’s Capitalism, 15 
22 WPA testimony of Litt Young, found in Rogers., They Were Her Property, 10 

woman whipped me for not cleaning the room right’ and ‘slavery is the next thing to hell’.23 

This enhances the view that slaveholding women participated in violent management 

techniques in equal proportion to their male counterparts, therefore demonstrating that ‘women 

slaveholders embraced rather than deviated from the attitudes and conventions of their society 

regarding the disciplining of slaves’.24 Moreover, Dornan provides evidence of slaveholding 

women’s use of violence through her explorations of newspaper advertisements for runaway 

slaves which demonstrate the harsh punishments faced by those who attempted to escape 

bondage. Rebecca Massey’s advertisement for a missing slave in the South Carolina Gazette 

in 1739 states, ‘whoever takes her up, gives her 50 good lashes, and delivers her to me shall 

have 10 reward’, indicating that slaveholding women would resort to ‘extreme and aggressive 

measures’ to control and retain their slaves.25 It is therefore evident that slaveholding women 

were essential to the development of capitalism due to their use of violent management 

techniques. Their desire to boost the productivity of slave labor led to the development of 

capitalistic management practices which contributed greatly to the economic growth of the 

United States in the 19th century, suggesting that ‘the all-encompassing control of workers – a 

core characteristic of capitalism – experiences its first great success on the cotton plantations 

of the American South’.26 Moreover, slaveholding women also used ‘their experience and 

knowledge of discipline, violence, slave and plantation management to oversee the 

continuation of slavery’, therefore ensuring that the institution which Beckert labels as 

‘indispensable’ to American capitalism remained intact. 27   

 
23 Harriet Tubman et al., Tubman, Douglass, and Other Maryland Slave Narratives (AfterMath, 2012) 21 
24 Inge Dornan., Masterful Women: Colonial Women Slaveholders in the Urban Low Country (Cambridge 
University Press, 2005) 399 
25 Rebecca Massey., ‘Runaway Slave’, South Carolina Gazette, 1st February 1739 
Dornan., Masterful Women, 399 
26 Beckert., Empire of Cotton, 115 
27 Smart., ‘“De old devil!”’ https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9nv4p6x8 [accessed 12-11-2019] 
Beckert & Rockman., Slavery’s Capitalism, 1 
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 Stephanie Rogers’ assertion that slaveholding women ‘understood the darkest 

dimensions of the market in people first-hand’ is particularly applicable to the development of 

slave-breeding programs during the era of slavery.28  It is estimated that 450,000 Africans were 

transported to America in the height of the international slave trade yet, by 1860, American 

slaveholders owned at least 4 million black slaves, thus demonstrating the growth of the slave 

population as a result of reproduction amongst enslaved communities.29 Morgan, Rogers and 

Rockman explore the practice of forced slave breeding, describing slaves’ reproductive labour 

as ‘the fundamental mechanism of wealth creation for American slaveholders’ due to the 

necessity of enslaved labour in agricultural industries.30 As Morgan explains, an increase in 

slave numbers through reproduction led to ‘the perpetuation of wealth for generations of white 

Americans’, thus signalling the importance of enslaved women’s reproductive abilities to the 

growth of the American economy and capitalism.31 This was particularly important when 

America ended its involvement in the international slave trade in 1808 as, ‘if enslaved mothers 

did not bear sufficient numbers of children to take the place of aged and dying workers, the 

South could not continue as a slave society’.32 Therefore, the desire for slave labour ‘made 

women’s bodies into particular targets of violent exploitation’.33 It is also evident that 

slaveholding women’s role in slave breeding has been widely underestimated, despite evidence 

to suggest that they capitalised upon this industry ‘and all the economic benefits that came 

along with it’.34 One such women is Rachel O’Connor, whose involvement in slave breeding 

is described in her letters detailing her life as a slaveholder and plantation manager. In January 

 
28 Rogers., They Were Her Property, 100 
29 Jason Kottke., ‘A History of the Slave-Breeding Industry in the United States’ https://kottke.org/16/02/a-
history-of-the-slave-breeding-industry-in-the-united-states [accessed 02-12-19] 
30 Beckert and Rockman., Slavery’s Capitalism, 14 
31 Jennifer L. Morgan., Laboring Women: Reproduction and Gender in New World Slavery, (University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2004) 73 
32 Marie J. Schwartz., Birthing a Slave: Motherhood and Medicine in the Antebellum South, (Harvard University 
Press, 2010) 327 
33 Seth Rockman., ‘Slavery and Capitalism’ https://www.journalofthecivilwarera.org/forum-the-future-of-civil-
war-era-studies/the-future-of-civil-war-era-studies-slavery-and-capitalism/ [accessed 12-12-19] 
34 Rogers., They Were Her Property, 204 

1836, O’Connor writes, ‘I have sixteen little Negroes a raising… all very healthy children’ and 

lists all of her slaves by name, age and duty.35 This is significant because it demonstrates her 

awareness of the increasing wealth reflected in the birth of slave children; as Rogers writes, 

O’Connor’s letters offer ‘an often joyful and proud accounting of the enslaved infants born on 

her plantation on twenty separate occasions’.36 This indicates that ‘pecuniary ties formed one 

of slave-owning women’s primary relations to African-American bondage’, as they evidently 

recognized the economic benefits of a large slave population.37  Moreover, Smart also details 

the role of slaveholding women in forcing reproduction amongst slaves by sexual assault. She 

refers to the accounts of former slave Henrietta Butler who ‘witnessed horrendous atrocities’ 

under the ownership of Emily Haidee, a slaveholder who forced Butler and her mother to 

engage in non-censual sex with enslaved men.38 Butler describes her experience of being forced 

‘to have a baby by one of dem mens onde plantation’ and subsequently being used as a wet 

nurse for Emily Haidee’s own children; ‘I had to let dat old devil’s baby suck dese same tiddies 

hanging right here’.39 Thus, it is clear that slaveholding women were highly involved in 

exploitative processes resulting in the commodification of enslaved women’s reproductive 

abilities. Not only did slaveholding women force their slaves to reproduce for their own 

economic benefit, but they also contributed to the further exploitation of female slaves due to 

their use as wet nurses which provided other benefits to white southern women. In particular, 

Rogers’ assertion that Rachel O’Connor offered a ‘joyful and proud accounting of the enslaved 

infants born on her plantation’ indicates that slaveholding women were proud contributors to 

the institution of slavery and thus to the development of capitalism in the United States.40   

 
35 Rachel O’Connor’s letter to her brother, in Mistress of Evergreen Plantation, 35 
36 Rogers., They Were Her Property, 22 
37 Rogers., They Were Her Propety, 13 
38 Smart., ‘“De old devil!”’ https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9nv4p6x8 [accessed 12-11-2019] 
39 Testimony of Henrietta Butler, found in Smart., ‘“De old devil!”’ https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9nv4p6x8 
[accessed 12-11-2019] 
40 Rogers., They Were Her Property, 22 
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 In the vast historiography of slavery and capitalism, it is evident that the role of 

slaveholding women has been vastly undermined. As Rogers argues, this has occurred as a 

result of slaveholding women’s interactions with enslaved peoples failing to ‘conform to 

prevailing ideas about white women and slavery’.41 It is clear, however, that slaveholding 

women were active participants in the institution of slavery and that they mirrored the roles 

played by male slaveholders. Slaveholding women undeniably aimed to benefit economically 

from the ownership of slaves due to their production of the world’s most valuable commodities 

and their use of violent management techniques in order to ensure this rapid production. 

Moreover, their involvement in slave breeding programs demonstrates their desire to ensure 

the continuation of slavery to gain individual economic benefit and for the benefit of the wider 

American economy. Thus, the role of slaveholding women was vital to the development of 

capitalism as they helped to fuel the rapid economic growth of the 19th century through their 

preservation of the institution of slavery. This enabled the United States to develop its key 

infrastructures and had an immense influence on industrial practices and management 

techniques of modern capitalist America, demonstrating that ‘American slavery is necessarily 

imprinted on the DNA of American capitalism’.42 Therefore, despite the vast ignorance to 

slaveholding women’s contributions to the development of the US, it is overwhelmingly clear 

that their economic investment in slavery was ‘fundamental to the nation’s economic growth 

and to American capitalism’.43 This shows that slaveholding women played an extremely 

important role in the development of capitalism in the United States. 

 

 
41 Rogers., They Were Her Property, 12 
42 Beckert & Rockman., Slavery’s Capitalism, 3 
43 Rogers., They Were Her Property, 13 
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‘[M]etamorphose him into the…well bred gentleman he used to be’: Patients’ Creation 

of ‘Place’ in the Nineteenth-Century Private Asylum 

Lena Ferriday 

 

The nineteenth-century saw the space of the asylum itself play an increasingly important role 

in the treatment of mentally ill patients.1 Psychiatrists began to replace techniques of physical 

restraint with a more humane approach, under the impetus of Samuel Tuke’s theory of ‘moral 

treatment’, which emphasised that ‘madness could be remedied not only by kindness but also 

by a proper atmosphere and environment’.2 Nowhere was this clearer than in the elite private 

asylums scattered across the English countryside which ‘incorporated elements of the design 

of the typical landscape park surrounding the fashionable country house’.3 As Moran and Topp 

have argued, the asylum designers deliberately utilised the interior and exterior spaces of the 

asylum to influence and control the patients in line with treatment regimes.4 Whilst both Clare 

Hickman and Barry Edginton have written extensively on the relationship between private 

asylum space and methods of psychiatric treatment, insufficient scholarly attention has been 

given to the lived experience of these spaces.5 By examining the memoirs of two patients in 

private asylums during this period, Herman Merivale and John Perceval, this paper seeks to 

demonstrate the discrepancy between psychiatrists’ attempts to control the relationship 

between patient and space, and the agency of patients themselves in subverting this control. At 

 
1 James Moran and Leslie Topp, ‘Introduction: Interpreting psychiatric spaces’ in Leslie Topp, James Moran 
and Jonathan Andrews (eds.), Madness, Architecture and the Built Environment: Psychiatric Spaces in 
Historical Context (New York: Routledge, 2007) 1-16, 1. 
2 Barry Edginton, ‘A space for moral management: The York Retreat’s influence on asylum design’, in Leslie 
Topp, James Moran and Jonathan Andrews (eds.), Madness, Architecture and the Built Environment: 
Psychiatric Spaces in Historical Context (New York: Routledge, 2007) 85-104, 86. 
3 Sarah Rutherford, ‘The Landscapes of Public Lunatic Asylums in England, 1808-1914’, PhD Thesis, 3 vols 
(Leicester: De Montfort University, 2003) 121. 
4 Moran, Topp, ‘Introduction’, 9. 
5 Clare Hickman, Therapeutic Landscapes: A history of English hospital gardens since 1800 (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2013) 2; Edginton, ‘The York Retreat’s influence on asylum design’, 85. 
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both Brislington House (Bristol) and Ticehurst Place (Sussex), where Merivale and Perceval 

resided, practices of moral treatment were embedded into the building designs, using interior 

furnishings and exterior landscape to construct middle-class domestic normality, in order to 

restore patients’ minds to sanity and reason.6 To, in the words of contemporary psychiatrist 

John Conolly, ‘metamorphose [them] into the…well bred gentlem[e]n [they] used to be’.7 Yet 

neither author was a passive recipient of this asylum space. Moving geographically through the 

asylum, this essay will explore the making of ‘place’ in both interior and exterior locations, 

thereafter considering the importance of isolation in the formulation of personal place within 

the institution. This will demonstrate that the inferences and memories of both authors 

generated a renegotiation of their relationship with the space, constructing a ‘place’, in both 

real and imagined ways, which was comfortable, homely and personal.  

 

Yi-Fu Tuan’s conceptualisation of the somewhat linear relationship between ‘space’ 

and ‘place’ is of central importance to this essay. ‘Space’, he contends ‘is transformed into 

place as it acquires definition and meaning’.8 Building on this, Tim Cresswell contends that 

place is ‘a meaningful location’ inherently ‘constructed by [the] people’ within it.9 This essay 

will apply these definitions of ‘space’, as a more abstract environment, and ‘place’, as an 

adaptation of space which has acquired meaning via personal experience. Within asylum 

historiography, Barry Edginton has determined an integral link between the asylum space and 

methods of treatment used within it. By ‘removing the external pressures of a troublesome 

environment’, the façade of middle-class normality in the asylum was intended to provide order 

 
6 Charlotte MacKenzie, Psychiatry for the Rich: A History of Ticehurst Private Asylum (Abingdon: Routledge, 
1992) 62; Edginton, ‘The York Retreat’s influence on asylum design’, 99. 
7 John Connolly, Treatment of the Insane Without Mechanical Restraints (Folkestone: Dawsons of Pall Mall, 
1973), 155. 
8 Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (London: Edward Arnold Ltd., 1977) 136. 
9 Tim Cresswell, Place: an introduction (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2015) 12, 69. 

and clarity to patients’ experiences.10 Hickman has called for more focus on the relationship 

between the aesthetics of natural landscapes and therapy regimes, as most work on asylum 

exteriors has focused on ‘work, exercise and recreation’ as the crux of the relationship between 

patient and landscape.11 Yet she fails to draw on Tuan nor Cresswell’s theories of ‘place’. As 

a result, in Hickman’s work, as in most writing within the history of psychiatry, inadequate 

attention is paid to patient experiences. Through the conceptual apparatus established by Tuan 

and Cresswell, the experiences of the patients themselves become central to understanding the 

asylum space – it was they who manipulated the ‘space’ of the asylum to create meaningful, 

personalised ‘place’.  

 

The Interior 

The interior space of the asylum, where the patients spent the majority of their time, 

was a central location for our authors’ construction of personal place during their 

institutionalisation. In 1856, John Connolly summarised the integral link between theories of 

‘moral treatment’ and spaces of private asylums – the importance of embedding middle-class 

normality into treatment practices.12 Yet, as Barry Edginton has demonstrated, within this 

middle-class domestic setting, psychiatrists ‘removed…all associations with home’ which 

were believed to hinder their treatment – the creation of ordered, controlled space was vital to 

‘reflect a calm within the patient’.13 Emphasising that the ‘walls were papered, the floor 

carpeted’, Perceval characterised his room at Ticehurst as a middle-class space, with plush 

adornments including a ‘mahogany table and chairs, a marble chimney piece, a large sash 

 
10 Edginton, ‘The York Retreat’s influence on asylum design’, 86. 
11 Clare Hickman, ‘The Picturesque at Brislington House, Bristol: The Role of Landscape in Relation to the 
Treatment of Mental Illness in the Early Nineteenth-Century Asylum’, Garden History, 33.1 (2005) 47-60, 47. 
12 Connolly, Treatment of the Insane, 154-5. 
13 Edginton, ‘The York Retreat’s influence on asylum design’, 86 
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window’.14 Yet both authors subverted and reconstructed these spaces through their affinity to 

and memories of life beyond the asylum walls. The relationship between memory and place 

has been theorised by Edward Casey, who draws attention to the ‘stabilizing persistence of 

place’ in triggering memories: ‘[a]n alert and alive memory connects spontaneously with 

place’.15 Casey fails to note, however, that the relationship is reciprocal. As place is important 

in the shaping of memory, so memory is integral to the creation of place. Perceval’s narrative 

demonstrates this, as he made various connections between the space of the asylum and his 

memories of the outer world, reinforcing his construction of a quasi-home within the asylum. 

Both through physical objects, ‘[t]he chairs in the room, resembling those I had seen when a 

child in my father’s dining-room’, and natural landscapes, ‘the very trees in the distance, 

resembling others in the prospect round my mother’s house’, memory permeated his 

experience of space in the asylum.16 Merivale’s first comments on the asylum further 

demonstrate a reordering of the space along familiar lines. He recalled that ‘I at first thought 

that the mansion was an hotel’.17 Whilst Hickman has argued that this demonstrates the success 

of the asylum designers in concealing the sanitised, institutional setting with the domestic, 

approaching the source from the patient’s perspective reveals otherwise.18 Merivale, albeit 

subconsciously in this instance, draws on his previous experiences of middle-class leisure to 

construct a recognizable place within an alien space. Throughout the memoir, he continues to 

refer to the asylum space as ‘hotel-like’, reinforcing his formulation of a comfortable, liveable 

place.19 

 
14 John Perceval, A Narrative of the Treatment Experience by a Gentleman, during a state of Mental 
Derangement (London: Effingham Wilson, 1840) 92, 90. 
15 E. S. Casey, Remembering: A Phenomenological Study (Bloomington: Indian University Press, 1987) 186-
187. 
16 Gregory Bateson (ed.), Perceval’s Narrative: A Patient’s Account of his Psychoisis, 1830-1832 (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1961) 62. 
17 Herman Charles Merivale, My Experiences in a Lunatic Asylum (London: Chatto and Windus, 1879) 40. 
18 Hickman, Therapeutic Landscapes, 76. 
19 Merivale, My Experiences in a Lunatic Asylum, 76. 

 

Yet Perceval not only drew an affinity to his personal space within the asylum by 

imaginative means, but also by physically altering the space in line with his memory of home. 

Whilst his room already housed ‘a small book-case’ upon his arrival, it was Perceval who 

arranged for his family to send his personal books, thus bringing a physical part of home into 

his construction of place at Ticehurst.20 In a similar vein, he recalls that ‘at my own request, I 

was provided with a pianoforte’, allowing his continued engagement with middle-class leisure 

pursuits.21 It was not only material furnishings, but certain behaviours too which engendered 

retrospection for Perceval, allowing him to draw a mental connection between home and the 

interior asylum space. Whilst dining with Dr. Fox at Brislington, Perceval identified the 

‘furniture, books, curtains, pillars, glasses’, but also the ‘little acts of civility’ which, he 

disclosed, allowed ‘greater occupation [to be] given to my imagination’ as a result of ‘my being 

in circumstances more congenial to my habits’.22 For Merivale too, the ‘well-set luncheon-

table’ and ‘womanly hostess’ incited ‘relief’, as they generated memories of middle-class life, 

enabling him to imagine the space as comfortable and familiar. For both authors then, familiar 

gestures and behaviours were integral to their creation of home in the asylum. Indeed, that they 

both noticed small gestures, which they associated with comfort and home, is testament to their 

active role in their making of liveable place, rather than as passive subjects of a controlled 

space. In exterior spaces too, the construction of a controlled environment by psychiatric 

professionals was subverted by our authors’ interpretation of the space.    

 

 

 

 
20 Perceval, A Narrative of the Treatment Experience by a Gentleman, 90. 
21 Perceval, A Narrative of the Treatment Experience by a Gentleman, 91-92. 
22 Bateson, Perceval’s Narrative, 103. 
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The Gardens 

Writing of Brislington, Perceval disclosed that ‘Dr. F’s madhouse stood in a very fine 

and picturesque country’.23 Merivale too disclosed that ‘I had the advantage of living in a 

castellated mansion [Ticehurst], in one of the prettiest parts of England’.24 Here, both authors 

drew attention to the beautiful landscapes which surrounded the asylums they inhabited. The 

inclusion of an ‘ornate aviary, pagoda and Chinese gallery’ at Ticehurst illustrate, for Hickman 

and Rutherford, the curation of an environment which middle-class patients would ‘be able to 

relate to as a typical domestic setting of their own socio-economic class’.25 Here, as with the 

interior space, the psychiatrists’ control over the patients experience of the garden environment 

remained fundamental to ‘the successful implementation of moral therapy’.26 Windows, which 

appear numerous times in Perceval’s writing, are fundamental to the relationship between 

patient and exterior space. Whilst the windows of communal areas offered ‘beautiful and 

diversified’ views, the view from Perceval’s window in Ticehurst was ‘scanty and barren’, and 

his Brislington room window looked over ‘the [banal] walls of the courtyard’.27 Restricting the 

visual gaze of the patients, so as not to unrest them, demonstrates attempts by psychiatrists to 

control the patients’ experience of asylum space in line with their treatment regime.28 For 

Perceval, indeed, the ‘beautiful scenery...awakened [his] imagination’, and evoked memories 

of his ‘former health’, allowing him to escape, in his imagination, from the constraints of the 

asylum space.29 The ‘perpendicular iron bars’ which crossed his window, however, prevented 

his unrestrained connection with the landscape from his private room, and emphasised his 

incarcerated situation. Despite this, Perceval recalled ‘observ[ing] the beautiful motion of the 

 
23 Bateson, Perceval’s Narrative, 116. 
24 Merivale, My Experiences in a Lunatic Asylum, 7. 
25 Hickman, ‘The Picturesque at Brislington House, Bristol’, 55; Rutherford, ‘The Landscapes of Public Lunatic 
Asylums in England’, 132. 
26 Hickman, ‘The Picturesque at Brislington House, Bristol’, 55. 
27 Perceval, A Narrative of the Treatment Experience by a Gentleman, 89. 
28 Hickman, ‘The Picturesque at Brislington House, Bristol’, 57. 
29 Bateson, Perceval’s Narrative, 117. 

stars, night after night’ through the bars. He still engaged, wherever possible, with the natural 

world beyond the asylum walls, and thus overcame even the most oppressive, unhomely 

features of the room.30  

 

The relationship between patient and landscape was, however, not an exclusively visual 

one. The 1836 Brislington House brochure elucidated the importance of ‘bodily exercise’ to 

the regimen of moral treatment. Walking through the asylum gardens allowed for a more 

deeply embodied engagement with the landscape.31 As Cooper Marcus notes, for proponents 

of moral treatment outdoor space became ‘an intrinsic component of the healing environment’. 

This strategy developed in line with contemporary scientific ideas regarding the restorative 

effects of nature on the mind of the mentally ill.32 Yet these walks remained regulated. Merivale 

recalled that ‘[t]wice a day [a group of them…] marched out for a constitutional walk, but a 

pack of warders at their heels’.33 Even within this controlled regimen, however, both Merivale 

and Perceval were able to exercise imaginative freedom, beyond the psychiatrists attempted 

constraints. As Edensor has argued, ‘walking articulates a relationship between pedestrian and 

place’, allowing the walker to create personalised place in the areas through which he 

traverses.34 For both Merivale and Perceval, the act of walking also allowed for personal 

reflection, in the tradition of the Romantics who promoted walking as a pastime for connecting 

with memories and profound thoughts.35 Merivale delighted in the ‘space of comparative 

 
30 Perceval, A Narrative of the Treatment Experience by a Gentleman, 92 
31 Francis and Charles Fox, History and Present State of Brislington House Near Bristol: An Asylum for the cure 
and reception of insane persons (Bristol: Light and Ridler, 1836) University of Bristol Library Special 
Collections, Restricted Med1A, 9. 
32 Clare Cooper Marcus, Marni Barnes, ‘Introduction: Historical and Cultural Perspective on Healing Gardens’, 
in Clare Cooper Marcus, Marni Barnes (eds.), Healing Gardens: Therapeutic Benefits and Design 
Recommendations (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1999) 1-26, 13. 
33 Merivale, My Experiences in a Lunatic Asylum, 117. 
34 Tim Edensor, ‘Walking in the British Countryside: Reflexivity, Embodied Practices and Ways to Escape’, 
Body and Society, 6 (2000) 81-106, 82. 
35 Anne Wallace, Walking, Literature, and English Culture: The Origins and Uses of Peripatetic in the 
Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 13. 



374 375

[mental] freedom’ that walking allowed him, whilst for Perceval walking ‘restored to [him…] 

much confidence and self-possession’.36 Thus the transformation of this regimented, 

mandatory activity into time for self-reflection allowed for the imagined creation of the gardens 

as personal, individualised places within the asylum. Fundamental to the construction of 

personalised space through walking, is the isolated state – Perceval chose his walks ‘where 

there was most seclusion’ from ‘the intrusion of strangers’.37 Indeed, this desire for isolation 

and privacy is manifest across the memoirs of both authors, in a range of contexts, and is of 

paramount importance to the construction of meaningful place along personal lines.  

 

Isolation  

 

For Michael Dear, the history of the asylum is the history of isolation. Dear argues that 

treatment of asylum patients ‘has always proceeded from fundamental principles 

of…separation of individuals in space’.38 Whilst the practise of moral treatment at both 

Ticehurst and Brislington ensured that there were large day-rooms for socialising and 

recreation, the seclusion of patients was often used as a mechanism of the treatment.39 In 

response to his regular bed-wetting at Brislington, Perceval was removed to a small, solitary 

‘cell’, within an isolated ‘outhouse’. This means of spatial control was intended as a deterrent. 

Yet Perceval noted that he ‘felt happy in this situation’. Rather than accepting the room as a 

space of control with an attendant lack of freedom, he reinterpreted it in a positive light: ‘[h]ere 

there was comparative peace, seclusion, freedom from intrusion’.40 He thus did not passively 

inhabit the space imposed upon him, but actively transformed it into a liveable, personal place. 

Both Perceval and Merivale also recounted requesting private rooms – an act of active place-

making in a physical, rather than imagined, sense. Merivale acknowledged his good fortune 

being ‘on the footing of a ‘first-class patient’’ and thus accessing a private room. Those not as 

 
36 Merivale, My Experiences in a Lunatic Asylum, 142; Perceval, A Narrative of the Treatment Experience by a 
Gentleman, 93-4. 
37 Perceval, A Narrative of the Treatment Experience by a Gentleman, 89; Bateson, Perceval’s Narrative, 144. 
38 M. J. Dear, G. L. Clark, State apparatus: structures and language of legitimacy (Boston: Allen & Unwin, 
1984) 67. 
39 Barry Edginton, ‘Moral architecture: the influence of the York Retreat on asylum design’, Health and Place, 
3.2 (1997) 91-9, 94.  
40 Bateson, Perceval’s Narrative, 94-95. 

fortunate, he recalled, ‘had no choice but to grow worse year by year from the enforced 

companionship’ of ‘fellow lunatics’.41 Perceval’s private room also allowed him space for 

reflection: a place of ‘delightful…tranquillity’.42  

 

For both authors, the private room was constructed as a place of sanctuary, allowing 

them to escape the other patients. The motif of ‘noise’ echoes across both authors’ narratives, 

serving as the principal reason for their seeking isolation. For Merivale, and one of his fellow 

patients, the ‘hideous symphonies’ heard in the common room made his private room the ‘only 

refuge from the general disorder of the house’.43 Likewise, Perceval’s principal grievance with 

the asylum space regarded ‘the noise of the servants, fluting, fiddling, fifing, dancing, 

wrestling, in the passage’.44 Moving to a private room presented him with ‘the advantage 

of…comparative quietness’.45 Such responses to noise conform to nineteenth-century middle-

class sensibilities which, sensory scholar Alain Corbin has demonstrated involved a decreasing 

tolerance for loud sounds.46 Auditory refinement was at the crux of the middle-class sensorium. 

As such, the authors’ desires to isolate themselves from other patients indicates an attempt to 

construct a comfortable, middle-class ‘homely’ environment within the isolated spaces of the 

asylum. Space which were, indeed, intended for use as punishments for patients, or to incite 

discipline, not happiness and self-reflection, into them. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Whilst both Edginton and Hickman’s research reveal much about the relationship 

between the space of the asylum and the psychiatric treatment methods undertaken within such 

institutions, their work has continually omitted the perspective of the patient.47 Both historians 

have worked under the assumption of patient passivity, failing to critically consider the success 

of psychiatrists’ attempts to enforce their treatment regimens onto the patients via the physical 

environment.48 Yet neither Merivale nor Perceval were submissive to the controlled 

 
41 Merivale, My Experiences in a Lunatic Asylum, 60, 61, 8. 
42 Perceval, A Narrative of the Treatment Experience by a Gentleman, 308. 
43 Merivale, My Experiences in a Lunatic Asylum, 48, 143.  
44 Perceval, A Narrative of the Treatment Experience by a Gentleman, 371. 
45 Perceval, A Narrative of the Treatment Experience by a Gentleman, 310-311. 
46 Alain Corbin, The Foul and the Fragrant: Odor and the French Social Imagination (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1986), 143. 
47 Hickman, Therapeutic Landscapes, 2; Edginton, ‘The York Retreat’s influence on asylum design’, 85. 
48 Moran, Topp, ‘Introduction’, 9. 
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environment assembled by their psychiatric practitioners. Both imaginatively and tangibly, 

they manipulated the space to construct comfortable, personalised ‘place’ within the asylum. 

Presented with a superficial replication of middle-class domestic space, intended to transpose 

onto them a sane normality, both authors sought to create a familiar, homely place in the 

asylum, per allusions to their life and memories stretching beyond the asylum walls. Their 

inclinations toward isolation and privacy also demonstrates an infringement on the regimen of 

moral treatment, which involved the use of confinement as a deterrent for unacceptable 

behaviour. Repositioning patient experiences at the axis of the history of psychiatry thus 

reveals important details about the asylum topography, which acquired meaning for the patients 

within it. They were agents in their subversion of the controlled environment created for them.   
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‘…An Arrow in the Nazi’s [sic] Eyes!’: Greenery in the Ghetto as a Manifestation of 

Jewish Resistance, 1939-1944.1 

Natalie Carroll 

No longer simply perceived only as a setting where history unfolds, the more-than-human 

environment is increasingly recognised as influencing and being influenced by human 

activities. The segregation and deliberate demarcation of space by the Nazis, denying Jewish 

access to the natural world, was fundamental to the process of ghettoization that was initiated 

after the Nazi occupation of Poland in 1939. However, within these spaces of intended Nazi 

domination, Jews were able to assert their spirit of resistance. This essay explores greenery as 

just one manifestation of Jewish resistance in the confines of the ghetto. It will operate on the 

definition of ‘greenery’ as places ‘where plants are cultivated, kept, or exhibited.’2 This broad 

definition is to be inclusive of all forms of Jewish resistance, from considering the parks only 

accessible to the wealthier Jews to vegetables grown on windowsills as equally valid 

expressions of defiance.  

In applying this definition, this essay argues that the presence of greenery in the ghetto 

functioned as a form of resistance by offering respite but not refuge: a temporary relief from, 

rather than a space impervious to, inimical forces. It will argue this by exploring the following 

three concepts. First, green areas as sites of political contestation, where and through which 

Jews could enact their agency. Second, plants functioning as a living connection to, and 

providing continuity with, Jewish cultural heritage pre-ghettoization. And last, greenery as a 

vehicle for escapism and psychological resistance. Considering these three concepts provides 

a starting point, or even a point of contrast, for future research in this field as, traditionally, the 

 
1 Chaim Aron Kaplan., and Abraham Isaac Katsh., and United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. Scroll of 
Agony: The Warsaw Diary of Chaim A. Kaplan (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), 183. 
2 Oxford English Dictionary, ‘Greenery’.  
https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/81186?redirectedFrom=greenery#eid [accessed 14 April 2020]. 
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environment has tended to be absent from Holocaust historiography [and indeed, histories of 

genocide more broadly].  

In 2016, Tim Cole pioneered an environmental/spatial approach in his book Holocaust 

Landscapes that challenged viewing the Holocaust as a single event, arguing that it was, rather, 

a constantly shifting nexus of chronology and geography.3 This essay will apply an 

environmental/spatial approach inspired by Cole, but, simultaneously go beyond the 

stereotypically ‘wild’ landscapes associated with nature that are investigated by Cole, such as 

forests and mountains, by emphasising the overlooked presence and importance of greenery 

within the urban ghetto environment. Overlooked, as the ‘popular identification of wilderness 

as otherness’ often privileges some parts of nature at the expense of others, when in reality, the 

tree in the ghetto is no less other, no less ‘wild’ and worthy of analysis, than the tree in an 

ancient forest.4 By considering greenery in the ghetto, and thus challenging prevailing 

misconceptions about wilderness that are perpetuated by Cole, this essay reconfigures and 

contributes a more nuanced understanding of our relationship with the more-than-human 

environment. Assessing sites of greenery in the ghetto may also prove valuable in 

contextualising and better understanding the subsequent, and for many the ultimate, 

experiences of Jews in camps. Mary Berg, for example, found her experience in an internment 

camp a natural paradise in comparison to the ghetto, as it was ‘so beautiful…everything here 

smells of sun and flowers, and there [the Warsaw ghetto]- there is only blood.’5  

Similarly, horticulture has lacked sustained scholarly interest, although exceptions 

include the small, but, dynamic field of garden history, such as is explored by Clare Hickman 

 
3 Tim Cole. Holocaust Landscapes (London: Bloomsbury, 2016).  
4 William Cronon. 'The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,’ Environmental 
History, vol.1, 1(1996), 22. https://www.jstor.org/stable/3985059 [accessed 14 April 2020]. 
5 Mary Berg. Warsaw Ghetto: A Diary by Mary Berg, ed. S. L. Shneiderman (New York: L. B. Fischer, 1945), 
227. 

 
 

in Therapeutic Landscapes.6 However, there continues to exist a modern divide between the 

activity of making and maintaining gardens on the one hand, and the activity about writing 

about them on the other.7 Therefore, this essay’s methodological reliance on first-hand 

accounts (such as diaries, memoirs and interviews) of individuals who created and experienced 

green spaces seeks to bridge this intellectual chasm, and overcome the ephemeral materiality 

of nature. Although, one of the principal problems of using such sources is that those that have 

survived are often highly fragmentary. For instance, parts of Lodz ghetto inhabitant Dawid 

Sierakowiak's diary were lost or burnt beyond recognition.8 Despite their lack of typicality, 

together, these sources offer valuable insights into otherwise lost traces of greenery. The next 

section of this essay brings together the making and experience of greenery in the ghetto within 

notions of agency, thereby encouraging the future collaboration, and creation of intellectual 

frameworks, to integrate histories of the creation and use of green landscapes.  

Greenery in the ghetto functioned as a form of Jewish resistance by symbolizing a site 

of political contestation, where and through which Jews could enact their agency. Creation of 

life from former sites of destruction exercised Jewish agency by subverting Nazi efforts to 

associate the ghetto, and, by implication, Jews, with death. Green space had been purposely 

excluded in the demarcation of the Warsaw ghetto except for the Jewish cemetery (see Fig. 1). 

This spatially located the death [as a state, not a process] of Jews within the ‘natural’, furthering 

the radicalisation of anti-Jewish policy as epidemics and high mortality rates in the ghetto were 

viewed by the Nazis as helping nature along in a systematic fashion. This sense was heightened 

by the artificially nature-free design of the rest of the ghetto. However, solely relying on maps 

distorts our appreciation of Jewish agency. Even more detailed maps from later on (see Fig. 2) 

 
6 Clare Hickman. Therapeutic Landscapes: A History of English Hospital Gardens Since 1800 (Manchester; 
Manchester University Press, 2013).  
7 John Dixon Hunt. Greater Perfections: The Practice of Garden Theory (London: Thames & Hudson, 2004), 
xii.  
8 David Sierakowiak. The Diary of David Sierakowiak: Five Notebooks from the Lodz Ghetto, ed. Alan Adelson, 
trans. Kamil Turowski (London, 1997), i. 
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suggest a persistent lack of parks and gardens that is contradicted by first-person accounts of, 

for example, community gardens being founded out of the remains of buildings gutted during 

the German blitz of 1939.9 Spaces reminiscent of ‘absence’ and symbolic of the destructive 

power of the Nazis were transformed into areas of regeneration and life, and by association, 

Jews. Now ‘filled with gaiety and light heartedness’, described Warsaw ghetto inhabitant 

Chaim Kaplan, this was ‘an arrow in the Nazi’s [sic] eyes!’.10 Although the notion of creating 

gardens as a form of defiance conflicts with common connotations of gardening, there needs 

to be a reimagination of what constitutes resistance and where it takes place. Here, ‘guerrilla 

gardening’, (the ‘political activity of reclaiming unused urban land, often illegally, for 

cultivation and beautification through gardening’), reinforces the argument for the creation of 

gardens as a means for Jews to express their agency by reconstructing relationships and 

associations with nature beyond the Jewish cemetery.11 

The subsequent use of these newly-created spaces of greenery bolstered their function 

as forms of resistance due to Jewish identification with the growing plants and the enemy weeds 

as metaphorical representations of the Nazis. Janus Korczak anthropomorphised greenery 

when, watering the plants of the Jewish orphanage in the Warsaw ghetto, he described how the 

‘parched soil breathed with relief.’12 For Rueben Yitchak of the Kovno ghetto, watching his 

garden grow evoked a deeper level of personal identification, as to him ‘the feeling that 

something is growing’ meant ‘that we can survive somehow.’13 Thus, through greenery, Jews 

could assert their agency as a form of ingenious resistance to human oppression and cruelty, 

whilst simultaneously directly acting against the omnipresent Nazi threat. The monthly garden 

 
9 Kenneth I. Helphands. Defiant Gardens: Making Gardens in Wartime (San Antonio, Texas: Trinity University 
Press, 2006), 77. 
10 Chaim Aron Kaplan., and Abraham Isaac Katsh., and United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. Scroll of 
Agony: The Warsaw Diary of Chaim A. Kaplan (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), 183.  
11 Shane Ralston. ‘A Deweyan Defense of Guerrilla Gardening,’ The Pluralist, vol. 7, 3(2012), 57. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/pluralist.7.3.0057 [accessed 14 April 2020]. 
12 Janus Korczak. Ghetto Diary (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 113.  
13 Esther Mishkin., interview with the author, 8 December 2003. Cited in Helphands, Defiant Gardens, 93.  

 
 

calendar titled Information for Small Gardeners July 1943 issue called for the need to eliminate 

weeds, ‘our enemy.’14 This suggests that external dangers were rescaled and reimagined in a 

setting where Jews could maintain and exert a degree of control. For instance,  when faced with 

deportation, the children in the Lodz ghetto unleashed their anger on the garden: they ‘trampled 

the few beds…kicked every clod of earth…and trod everything into the ground’.15 Right up 

until the liquidation of the ghettos, greenery was used as a means of resistance by symbolizing 

the retention of Jewish control over their lives in the face of so-called ‘choiceless choices’. 

Thus, irrespective of which specific ghetto Jews inhabited, to varying extents, greenery was 

perceived as a representation and continuation of themselves, their lives and hopes.   

Combining both its creation and use, the presence of greenery functioned as another 

means of resistance by providing by providing a physical space to continue Jewish cultural 

heritage through a living connection to their life pre-ghettoization. Greenery framed 

interactions that contributed to the longevity of Jewish cultural life. Members of Toporol 

(Towarzystwo Popierania Rolnictwa), a society encouraging agriculture among Jews, took 

‘responsibility for the planting of gardens at cultural and social service institutions’ across the 

Warsaw ghetto, including at the orphanage, the main shelter home and the quarantine area.16 

Green spaces were also used more dynamically, as Helena Szereszewska remembered a small 

garden on Nowolopki Street as the performance space for concerts and dances.17 This is 

important in viewing Jews as subjects, rather than objects of historical analysis, in-so-far as to 

a certain extent they were able to continue living their daily lives in the present whilst using 

greenery to prolong their culture into the future. The green Marysin quarter of the Lodz ghetto 

 
14 Litsmanstadt Ghetto, YIVO. Cited in Helphands. Defiant Gardens, 87.  
15 Kenneth I. Helphands. ‘Ghetto Gardens: Life in the Midst of Death,’ Jewish Topographies: Visions of Space, 
Traditions of Place, ed. Julia Brauch and Anna Lipphardt and Alexandra Nocke (Aldershot, England; 
Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2008), 84.  
16 Helphands. Defiant Gardens, 79.  
17 Helphands. Defiant Gardens. 83.  
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was ‘only made accessible to children who used it for the purpose of studying.’18 Therefore, 

green areas within the ghetto were a bridge of critical facilitation for the continuity and 

promotion of Jewish culture and values across generations.  

By providing a connection to life pre-ghettoization, greenery contributed to maintaining 

a sense of normality by offering a sense of familiarity despite Nazi efforts of alienation. The 

reassurance of greenery was recognised and exploited by the Nazis, not only in its deliberate 

exclusion from the Warsaw ghetto apart from the Jewish cemetery, but, also in the temporary 

inclusion of greenery to maintain appearances. Shortly before a Red Cross visit to 

Theresienstadt in 1944, one aspect of Verschönerung (the beautification process of the ghetto) 

required ‘prisoners’ to plant gardens.19 Thus, the Nazis acknowledged plants as a form of 

continuity, from which memories could easily be triggered. In his first spring in the Lodz 

ghetto, David Sierakowiak found that just ‘the smell of spring…makes your heart break with 

the memory of pre-war times.’20 So, traces of greenery served as an irrepressible reminder to 

Jews of their past ways of life, exemplifying the drastic change through which they had lived 

so as to not normalise life in the ghetto. However, for some, greenery pre-ghettoization was an 

equally foreign landscape. In an exchange, a nine-year-old describes to a five-year-old the 

Helzanki Garden in Warsaw pre-ghettoization:  

'Such a big garden, so big, so big, and you went in without paying an entrance fee.' 

(Great surprise expressed by the little girl: 'It really didn’t cost anything?'). 'There 

were paths and flower beds ('What are flower beds?') and a pond with swans.' ('And 

 
18 Adrianna Tames. ‘To what extent did difference in place influence children’s coping strategies in the ghettos? 
With reference to Lodz, Theresienstadt, Vilna and Warsaw’ (published undergraduate dissertation, University of 
Bristol, 2010), 17. http://www.bristol.ac.uk/history/media/docs/ug-dissertations/2010tames.pdf [accessed 14 
April 20202]. 
19 USHMM, ‘Deceiving the public’. https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/deceiving-the-public 
[accessed 22 October 2019]. 
20 David Sierakowiak. The Diary of David Sierakowiak. 94.  

 
 

what’s a pond? What are swans?') The conversation faltered as a result of the difficult 

explanations and complicated interpretations of this fable about a previous life.21 

For many then, greenery then could not provide a sense of familiarity or normalcy. Especially 

in cities like Warsaw, where there was almost nothing natural in the ghetto, nature had to be 

imagined, envisioned as a landscape of otherness, it provided an escape.  

Greenery functioned as a form of escapist resistance by providing temporary relief from 

the imposed subsistence of daily life in the ghetto. Plants were juxtaposed with the monotonous 

sensory experience of the ‘colour drained’ ghetto.22 For instance, on Okopowa Street in 

Warsaw (at the site of a bombed-out prison), workers reconstructed ‘1,500 square meters of 

beds, including 10,000 tomato plants as well as flowers- nearly 25,000 begonias, petunias, 

lobelias and dahlias’.23 All of these specific types of plants have brightly coloured flowers in 

summer, the visual impact of which would have been bolstered, not only by the great quantity 

of flower beds, but, by the height of the dahlias, which can grow to over one metre tall. The 

sensory experience was not lost on ghetto inhabitants, who described the ‘flowers smell so 

intoxicating, and their colors so charming’.24 Dedication of valuable fertile space to flowers 

over, for example, vegetables is significant as it suggests that greenery was not just simply 

present to sustain life materially as a source of food. It also sustained life spiritually by 

affording a sensory escape from the wider ghetto environment. For Jews in the ghetto, it was 

not just about surviving Nazi oppression, as the active creation of beauty from despair indicates 

a higher form of existence.  

The sensory escapism inherent in the greenery was an element of wider psychological 

resistance. Practitioners of horticultural therapy rely upon the already ‘established beneficial 

 
21 Rachel Aurbach. The Streets of Warsaw 1939-1948 (Am Oved Publishers Tel-Aviv, 1954), 43. 
22 Abraham Lewin. A Cup of Tears: A Diary of the Warsaw Ghetto (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988) 126. 
23 Helpands. Defiant Gardens, 78.  
24 Mary Berg. Warsaw Ghetto, 147.  
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effects of gardens and gardening to improve patients’ social, psychological, and physical well-

being.’25 When watering the Jewish orphanage plants, Janus Korczak recognised the ‘peaceful’ 

and calming nature of his work.26 Furthermore, research has demonstrated that the size of 

positive responses to gardening activity are not relative to the size of the garden or to the 

amount of any gardening activity. For example, environmental psychologist Roger Ulrich 

found patients recovering from surgery just within view of leafy trees healed faster and needed 

significantly less pain medication than patients who instead saw a brick wall.27 Therefore, 

although the physical presence of greenery constituted only a fraction of the space in many 

ghettos, and even then there was restricted access (such as, for the purposes of studying), as 

the size of the greenery is not directly correlated with its positive impact, then even the ‘long, 

scrawny onions’ being grown ‘on a few window sills’ are valid and important means of 

resistance by providing psychological relief.28 However, just as greenery functioned as a form 

of psychological resistance, attacks on community gardens can be understood as a sign of this 

wavering. In the summer of 1944, weeks before the liquidation of the Lodz ghetto, mobs 

descended on the Marysin gardens: ‘during the rampage, there were hundreds of people, and 

whatever they saw growing was hurriedly pulled out of the ground.’29 Thus, whilst the function 

of greenery as a psychological comfort is unquestionable, it was ultimately not impervious to 

looming Nazi terror.  

Despite the creation of the ghetto wall symbolising the diametric opposite of a garden 

wall that is ‘intended to circumscribe a paradisiacal and idealized environment’, this essay has 

argued that Jews reconfigured and asserted an internal space of resistance within a space of 

 
25 Helphands. Defiant Gardens, 12.  
26 Janus Korczak. Ghetto Diary. 113.  
27 Roger Ulrich. ‘View Through a Window May Influence Recovery from Surgery,’ Science, vol.224, 
4647(1984), 420-421.  
28 Mary Berg., and Susan Lee Pentlin. The Diary of Mary Berg: Growing up in the Warsaw Ghetto (Oxford: 
Oneworld, 2006), 50.  
29 Kent, interview with the author, 22 April 2004. Cited in Helphands. Defiant Gardens, 91.  

 
 

intended Nazi domination.’30 Greenery was a central component, functioning as a means of 

resistance,  as a mechanism for Jews to enact their agency, providing a living connection and 

continuity with their lives’ pre-ghettoization, and by creating a means of escapism and 

psychological relief. Although the presence of greenery functioned as a form of Jewish 

resistance in a plethora of ways, green spaces only offered respite and not refuge to occupants 

of the ghetto. It could not overcome the pervasive sense of fear or alter the ultimate fate of 

many Jews, yet this does not lessen the significance for those moments of temporary respite. 

Though short-lived, like the ghettos themselves and most of their inhabitants, the very presence 

of greenery was an act of resistance: an act of creation in the face of imminent destruction, an 

enterprise of survival and a defence of sanity. In denaturalizing the boundaries between the 

human and the more-than-human environment, this essay has challenged what constitutes 

resistance and where it takes place, encouraging the renewed consideration of other ‘victims’ 

throughout history. Others await similar re-examination.  
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Appendix  

Fig. 1  

Harrie Teunissen, ‘Topography of Terror: Maps of the Warsaw Ghetto’ 
http://www.siger.org/warsawghettomaps/ [accessed 14 April 2020]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 2  

Harrie Teunissen, ‘Topography of Terror: Maps of the Warsaw Ghetto’ 
http://www.siger.org/warsawghettomaps/ [accessed 14 April 2020].  

 

 

 

 

 



390 391

 
 

Bibliography  

Primary Sources  

Aurbach, Rachel. The Streets of Warsaw 1939-1948 (Tel-Avid: Am Oved Publishers, 1954) 

Berg, Mary. Warsaw Ghetto: A Diary by Mary Berg. Ed. S. L. Shneiderman. (New York: L. B. Fischer, 1945) 

Berg, Mary., and Susan Lee Pentlin. The Diary of Mary Berg: Growing up in the Warsaw Ghetto (Oxford: Oneworld, 2006) 

Grynberg, Michal. Words to Outlive Us: Eyewitness Accounts from the Warsaw Ghetto, ed. Michał Grynberg, trans. Philip Boehm (London: 
Granta, 2004) 

Kaplan, Chaim Aron., and Abraham Isaac Katsh., and United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. Scroll of Agony: The Warsaw Diary of 
Chaim A. Kaplan (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999) 

Kent. Interview with the author, 22 April 2004. Cited in Helphands, Kenneth., Defiant Gardens: Making Gardens in Wartime (San Antonio, 
Texas: Trinity University Press, 2006) 

Korczak, Janus. Ghetto Diary (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003) 

Lewin, Abraham. A Cup of Tears: A Diary of the Warsaw Ghetto (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988) 

Mishkin, Esther. Interview with the author, 8 December 2003. Cited in Helphands, Kenneth., Defiant Gardens: Making Gardens in Wartime 
(San Antonio, Texas: Trinity University Press, 2006) 

Ringelblum, Emmanuel., and Jacob Sloan. Notes from the Warsaw Ghetto: The Journal of Emmanuel Ringelblum, ed. and trans. Jacob 
Sloan (New York: IBooks, 2006) 

Sierakowiak, David. The Diary of David Sierakowiak: Five Notebooks from the Lodz Ghetto, ed. Alan Adelson, trans. Kamil Turowski 
(London, 1997) 

Yad Vashem, ‘Children in the Holocaust’. https://www.yadvashem.org/education/educational-materials/lesson-plans/children-
holocaust.html#footnote14_eyc8qbu [accessed 14 April 2020] 

 

Secondary Sources  

Appleton, Jay. The Experience of Landscape (Chichester; New York: Wiley, 1996) 

Brauch, Julia., and Anna Lipphardt. Jewish Topographies: Visions of Space, Traditions of Place (Nocke (Aldershot, England; Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate, 2008) 

Bryne, Simon. ‘The Warsaw Ghetto Design and Spatiality as part of the process of the “Final Solution”’, in Holocaust Historical Society 
https://www.holocausthistoricalsociety.org.uk/contents/polandresists/warsawghettoguestarticle.html [accessed 14 April 2020]  

Cole, Tim. Holocaust City: The Making of a Jewish Ghetto (New York: Routledge, 2003) 

Cole, Tim. Traces of the Holocaust: Journeying in and Out of the Ghettos (New York, NY: Continuum, 2011) 

Cole, Tim. Holocaust Landscapes (London: Bloomsbury, 2016) 

Cole, Tim. 'Geographies of Ghettoization: Absences, Presences, and Boundaries,’ Hitler’s Geographies, ed. Paolo Giaccaria and Claudio 
Minca (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2016), 266-81.  

Cronon, William. 'The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,’ Environmental History, vol.1, 1(1996), 7-28. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3985059 [accessed 14 April 2020] 

Emmett, Robert. ‘Community Gardens, Ghetto Pastoral, and Environmental Justice,’ ISLE: Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and 
Environment, vol. 18, 1(2011), 67–86. https://doi.org/10.1093/isle/isq127 [accessed 14 April 2020] 

Engelking, Barbara., and Jacek Leociak. The Warsaw Ghetto: A Guide to the Perished City, trans. Emma Harris (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2009) 

Gutman, Israel. The Jews of Warsaw, 1939-1943: Ghetto, Underground, Revolt, trans. Ina Friedman (Brighton, England: Harvester Press, 
1982) 

Hadfield, Miles., and John Hadfield. Gardens of Delight (London: Cassell, 1964) 

Helphands, Kenneth I. Defiant Gardens: Making Gardens in Wartime (San Antonio, Texas: Trinity University Press, 2006) 

Hickman, Clare. Therapeutic Landscapes: A History of English Hospital Gardens since 1800 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2013) 

Hunt, John Dixon. Greater Perfections: The Practice of Garden Theory (London: Thames & Hudson, 2004) 

Imperial War Museum, ‘Daily Life in the Warsaw Ghetto’. https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/daily-life-in-the-warsaw-ghetto [accessed 14 
April 2020] 

 
 

Kaplan, Marion A. Between Dignity and Despair: Jewish Life in Nazi Germany (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998) 

Kassow, Samuel D., Who will write our History?: Rediscovering a Hidden Archive from the Warsaw Ghetto (London: Penguin, 2009)  

Levine, Carol. ‘Review: Studying Hunger in the Warsaw Ghetto,’ The Hastings Center Report, vol. 9, 5(1979), 43-44. https://www-jstor-
org.bris.idm.oclc.org/stable/3561520 [accessed 14 April 2020] 

Mazor, Michel. The Vanished City: Everyday Life in the Warsaw Ghetto, trans. David Jacobson (New York: Marsilio Publishers, 1993) 

Michman, Dan., and Lenn J. Schramm. The Emergence of Jewish Ghetto's During the Holocaust (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2011) 

O’Brien, Dan. ‘Gardening and Virtue,’ Journal of Therapeutic Horticulture, vol. 23, 2(2013), 19-28. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/24865240 [accessed 14 April 2020] 

Oxford English Dictionary. https://www.oed.com/ [accessed 14 April 2020] 

Ralston, Shane. ‘A Deweyan Defense of Guerrilla Gardening,’ The Pluralist, vol. 7, 3(2012), 57-70. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/pluralist.7.3.0057 [accessed 14 April 2020] 

Tames, Adrianna. ‘To what extent did difference in place influence children’s coping strategies in the ghettos? With reference to Lodz, 
Theresienstadt, Vilna and Warsaw,’ (published undergraduate dissertation, University of Bristol, 2010) 
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/history/media/docs/ug-dissertations/2010tames.pdf [accessed 14 April 2020] 

Teunissen, Harrie, ‘Topography of Terror: Maps of the Warsaw ghetto’. http://www.siger.org/warsawghettomaps/ [accessed 14 April 2020] 

Thereseinstadt History, ‘Red Cross Visit’. 
https://www.scrapbookpages.com/CzechRepublic/Theresienstadt/TheresienstadtGhetto/History/RedCrossVisit.html [accessed 14 
April 2020] 

Ulrich, Roger. ‘View Through a Window May Influence Recovery from Surgery,’ Science, vol.224, 4647(1984), 420-421. 

USHMM, ‘Deceiving the public’. https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/deceiving-the-public [accessed 12 October 2019] 

Wagenfeld, Amy. ‘It's More Than Seeing Green: Exploring the Senses through Gardening,’ Journal of Therapeutic Horticulture, vol. 19 
(2009), 46-53. https://www.jstor.org/stable/44025122 [accessed 14 April 2020]  

 

 

 

 
 



392 393

Teased out: the implications of gender on perceptions of the Afro in 1960s America 

Kofo Sodiq-Ajala 

The Afro is revered as evidence of collective defiance of white beauty standards. However, 

this reverence today is a result of a failure to address he criticism black women received for 

participation in this movement. The experiences of African American women were tethered to 

both gendered and racial social constructs. These constructs concerning femininity and hair 

placed black women in precarious positions. On the one hand, the Afro was a tool for self-love 

and an appreciation for the natural black body. On the other hand, black women that chose to 

sport their Afros experienced hostility from their community.  This essay intends to develop 

this argument by addressing not only the expectations surrounding black women's hair before 

the 1960s, but also the responses that black women received for their Afro's from their 

communities during the 1960s. The use of magazine extracts and oral accounts discussing black 

women and their Afros will play a significant role in outlining the cultural nuances that 

surrounded femininity and hair. By understanding how hair was considered to be a symbol of 

femininity and respectability, this essay will demonstrate how black women were "multiply 

burdened" on account of their race and their gender.1 Additionally, this essay will briefly 

explore the expectations placed on men and their hair before the 1960s. By addressing the rigid 

binary expectations placed on both men and women, it becomes evident that gender played just 

as much a role in the experiences of black women during the 1960s. This essay will interrogate 

how contemporary and past memory of the body consciousness movement has conveniently 

forgotten the added complications of gender in the fight for black pride and individual 

expression. The consequence of this is a sanitised, homogenised telling of the freedom struggle 

 
1 Kimberlé Crenshaw, 'Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminists Critique of 
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics', University of Chicago Legal Forum, 
(1989) p. 139 

that places the participation of men above that of women without considering the way that the 

black community failed to be more inclusive. By forgetting the intersectional complications of 

the Civil Rights Movement, the efforts of women are once again lost. 

The 1960s saw the rise of alternative factions of the Civil Right Movement. Their goals 

and motivations differed from the more established groups such as the National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) or the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference (SCLC). For example, the Black Power movement was more concerned with self-

representation and social reform rather than changing legislation. Methods in achieving these 

goals manifested themselves in many ways, including art, music and literature.2 This essay, 

however, is mainly concerned with the redefining and promotion of the Afro. Inspired by the 

teachings of Malcolm X and Stokely Carmichael, the ritual of straightening Afro’s through the 

use of hot combs or lye became associated with the notion of self-hate and a desire for 

whiteness.3 In his autobiography, Malcolm X said: "when you teach a man to hate […]the 

texture of his hair that God gave him […] the colour of his skin that God gave him, you've 

committed the worst crime a race can commit."4  Therefore, for many, the rise of the Afro’s 

popularity signified self-love and racial pride. However, visualisations of America's Civil 

rights Movement in popular memory are disappointingly myopic. In the case of the Afro, this 

was the particularly negative response that black women received for their Afro’s. To not 

straighten their hair was not only seen as a marker of racial pride, it was also a diversion from 

the socially conditioned standards of black femininity.  The concepts outlined by Kimberlé 

Crenshaw heavily influence this essay's argument.  Her conception of “intersectionality” was 

seminal to the development of black feminism. She stated that “dominant conceptions of 

 
2 Betty Luther Hillman, Dressing for the Culture Wars: Style and the Politics of Self-representation in the 1960s 
and 1970s (Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 2015), p. 34 
3  Betty Luther Hillman, Dressing for the Culture Wars: Style and the Politics of Self-representation in the 
1960s and 1970s (Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 2015), p. 37 
4 Malcolm X and Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X (New York: Grove Press, 1965) 
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discrimination” hinder discussions that acknowledge the disadvantages which occur to factions 

of marginalised groups.5 Black women are subject to misogyny and sexism, as well as the 

racism that their male counterparts experience. Nevertheless, public memory of the Civil 

Rights Movement sheds little light on that burden. In the words of Jacqueline Dowd Hall, there 

is always a form of forgetting that is a consequence of what we choose to remember.6 Such a 

simplistic reimagining of the movement impedes on the development of black feminism and 

other historical disciplines.  

Before the promotion of the Afro, Black women were already subject to gendered 

expectations of their hair. The implications of such expectations meant that the Afro movement 

came into conflict with established conceptions of femininity. Maxine Craig notes that despite 

the black community having their own parameters for other aspects of aesthetics and beauty, 

the predominant expectation was that black women had hair that was long, straight and 

movable.7 The use of hot combs and grease on hair was very much the norm for African 

American women. The extent to which these expectations became engrained into the lives of 

women is illustrated in Craig’s interviews. Despite carrying them out between 1992 and 1995, 

these African American women remember expectations on their hair in great detail. In the 

process of taking these interviews, Craig also notices that women could recall minute details, 

such as hair shops they went to and comments people made on the streets.8 On the other hand, 

the few men that stopped processing their hair remembered little details about their experience. 

When reminiscing on her hair and childhood Civil Rights activist, Juadine Henderson, stated 

that “hair was always a big deal. And it started so little." 9  Another one of the female 

 
5 Kimberlé Crenshaw, 'Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex’ p.39 
6 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, 'The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past', The Journal of 
American History, 91.4, (March 2005) p. 1233 
7 Maxine Craig, 'The Decline and Fall of the Conk” p. 401 
8 Maxine Craig, 'The Decline and Fall of the Conk” p. 414 
9 Juadine Henderson, quoted in Maxine Craig, 'The Decline and Fall of the Conk” p. 414 

interviewees, Ruth Beckford, remembered being asked by a child if she was a man.10 The use 

of oral history consolidates these notions that black women were not entirely welcomed to 

participate in even some of the more alternative forms of black activism during the 1960s. One 

cannot overlook the history of social conditioning in the black community when discussing 

body consciousness. By having such conversations, the memory of the Civil Rights Movement 

becomes more complex in comparison to the ways that we remember it today.   

Branding and marketing are essential factors to consider when discussing how black 

women were denied access to the Black Power Afro movement. Susanna Walker argues that 

African American beauty cultures played a massive role in transforming a political statement 

into a sellable fashion commodity.11 This transition may have been true for the decades to 

follow, but black women during the 1960s found quite the opposite. Instead, black beauty 

brands leading up to the 1960s were the ones to uphold a certain standard of beauty for black 

women to abide by. An example of this would be the popular hair care brand Madam C J 

Walker's Wonderful Hair and Scalp Preparation, which still exists to this day. The 1944 

promotional material for the brand stated, "it has become a rare thing to see a woman who has 

not a beautiful and well-kept head of hair."12 Here, a sense of personal pride is tethered to 

notions of respectability and the extent to which they could place themselves within the 

dominant white society. Gendered discussions on respectability and race before the 1960s were 

made with factors such as poverty, demeaning work, vulnerability and victimisation for African 

American women taking place in the background.13  To have straightened hair as a black 

woman was a sign of dignity and suggested a higher social status.14 Brands were able to exploit 

 
10 Ruth Beckford, quoted in Maxine Craig, 'The Decline and Fall of the Conk” p. 401 
11 Susannah Walker, 'Black is Profitable: The Commodification of the Afro', Enterprise and Society, 1.3, (2000) 
p. 536 
12 Maxine Leeds Craig, Ain't I a Beauty Queen? Black Women, Beauty and the Politics of Race (USA: 
University of Oxford, 2002) 
13 Maxine Leeds Craig, Ain't I a Beauty Queen? 
14 Maxine Craig, 'The Decline and Fall of the Conk” p. 403 
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such ideologies for the sake of their success, thus perpetuating a cycle that would later hinder 

women when trying to redefine themselves through their Afro. The founder of Madam C J 

Walker was an affluent black woman named Sarah Breedlove. By the time of her death in 1919, 

she was considered one of America's wealthiest self-made women.15 One of her inventions 

included the hot comb: a popular tool used to apply heat to straighten Afro hair. As the first 

African American woman to become a millionaire through such products, it is clear that 

straightened hair was understood as invaluable for African American women. Breedlove was 

an upper-class black woman whose pictures always depicted her with straight hair. Not only 

that, but her products and branding elude to straight hair signifying that a black woman took 

care of herself. There was an overt correlation made between straight hair and affluence. 

Therefore, for even the majority of black women in the 1960s, straightened hair was still 

considered a necessity and an expectation.  

A popular black lifestyle magazine of the era, Ebony, articulated the extent to which 

black women were further marginalised when choosing to participate in the Afro and body 

consciousness movement during the mid-1960s. It placed itself at the forefront of conversations 

 
15 Edward L Glaeser, Triumph of the City: How Our Greatest Invention Makes Us Richer, Smarter, Greener, 
Healthier and Happier (New York: Penguin Press, 2011), p. 75. 

FIGURE 1:  SARAH BREEDLOVE, CIRCA 1914. 
SOURCE: HTTPS://TIME.COM/3641122/SARAH-

BREEDLOVE-WALKER/. (ACCESSED OCTOBER 2019) 

on African American fashion and culture. Such conversations make them exceptional sources 

for understanding the cultural discourse of the 1960s. The criticism of black women's Afro's 

focused exclusively on gender and femininity. Even when the magazine acknowledged the 

importance of racial pride, gender still took a precedent on the way black women were expected 

to present themselves. These criticisms speak to the "multiply burdened nature" of the black 

female existence that is the basis of Crenshaw's ideology of intersectionality.16 In a 1969 

edition of Ebony, D E Wilson said: "men look great and masculine in their Afro hairstyles – 

our women look great and masculine too."17 By describing black women as “masculine,” 

cultural publications like Ebony highlight concerns of the blurring of established gender lines 

as a result of the movement. Even within more arguably radical groups, such as the Nation of 

Islam, there were some inconsistencies in the rhetoric surrounding black women's hair during 

the 1960s. In 1963, their magazine, Muhammad Speaks, featured images of black women with 

natural hair captioned “The Most Beautiful in the World.”18 However, they also favoured 

straightened or covered hair for black women and advocated for this as they still wanted women 

to be conventionally feminine.19 

  Cultural Magazines were also extremely useful in highlighting the different 

expectations placed on hair for black men and their female counterparts. By identifying some 

of the gendered expectations on hair for men, one can conceptualise the restrictive and binary 

nature of gender that influenced receptions of the body conscious movement. Anthony Synnott 

explained that opposite sexes had “opposite hair.” Meaning that straightened or “conked” hair 

on men was considered a marginalised form of masculinity.20  Although some people may 

 
16 Kimberlé Crenshaw, 'Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex’ p. 139 
17 D E Wilson, 'Back to the Hot Comb', Ebony, 1969, p.19 
18 Betty Luther Hillman, Dressing for the Culture Wars p. 36 
19 Betty Luther Hillman, Dressing for the Culture Wars p. 36 
20 Anthony Synnott, 'Shame and Glory: A Sociology of Hair', British Journal of Sociology, 38 (September 1987) 
p. 405 
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assume favouring straight hair was solely due to the desired proximity to whiteness, the 

expectations for black men and their hair demonstrate how race was not the only factor. 

Chemically straightened hair on men was typically associated with entertainers stigmatised as 

a style for black men involved in illegal activity. In 1953 Ebony’s sister magazine, Jet asked 

black men and women if “negro men should marcel their hair.” Many believed that they should 

not. One man even went as far as to say that it made black men look like “dandies.”21 These 

comments confirm that while women were being deterred from the movement on account of 

gender, men were expressing a more accepted version of masculinity when participating. By 

the time that straightening hair was even considered to be a sign of self-hate, the vast majority 

of black men had stopped straightening their hair, if ever at all.22 A black man that did not 

straighten his hair during the 1960s meant he was a member of a more homogenised version 

of masculinity, rather than being someone on the margins. When considering the gendered 

dichotomy on hair during this period, the exclusion of black women from the Afro movement 

becomes even more overt. There was never such an onus on black men to have straight hair as 

there was for their female counterparts. Not only that, but the use of terms such as "dandy" to 

describe straightened hair on black men further emphasises the notion that straight, loose hair 

was a predominantly female trait. Consequently, the decline in the number of black men 

straightening their hair during the 1960s cannot solely be accounted to a redefining of beauty 

standards. When gender is taken into consideration, this would have been the exact opposite of 

any exercise of redefinition. 

  Dowd Hall argues that a dominant narrative of the past "suppress as much as it 

reveals."23 Considering this, reflecting on who has the power to suppress individual narratives 

 
21 Should Negro Men Marcel Their Hair?' Jet, 1953, p.58-61 
22 Maxine Craig, 'The Decline and Fall of the Conk” p. 414 
23 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, 'The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past', The Journal of 
American History, 91.4, (March 2005) p. 1233 

of the past is important.  There is typically something to gain from this suppression. Ebony 

magazine has played a pivotal role in propagating the memory of the Afro as we understand 

and use it today. This memory is one where the Afro is understood solely on racial factors 

rather than interrogating racial complications. We can observe how this magazine facilitated 

part of the ridicule that black women faced in the 1960s. Additionally, we can witness the 

contrast in the discourse surrounding the Afro in later articles that disregard this ridicule. The 

1982 issue of Ebony features a series of articles named "What Happened to the Afro?" in this 

article, they state, "the Afro was more than hair; it was a symbol of black pride." 24 The 

reverence that Ebony chose to place on the memory of the Afro exemplifies the nature by which 

physical pride was as much a political matter as one of race and identity. As a magazine that 

focuses on topics such as fashion and lifestyle, Ebony illustrated how fashion and politics 

should not be understood as two wholly separate topics. Betty Luther Hillman argues that the 

cultural manifestation of black pride came in many tangible forms, including music, art, hair 

and style.25 While the Afro highlights such a phenomenon, what Hillman fails to acknowledge 

is the extent to which such symbols are quickly stripped of their nuanced meaning, leaving 

them as a sanitised silhouette of its much more complicated history. The 1982 edition of Ebony 

discusses the negative attention that was placed on black women’s hair. The article continues 

by stating that black women were not necessarily less attractive due to their natural hair, but 

that "the transformation into wavy, curly and straight hair made her more presentable." They 

describe the shame placed on the black woman for her Afro and how women of the 1960s chose 

instead to break free from convention and wear their natural hair proudly.26 However, Ebony 

does not mention the role that they played in propagating the shame that black women 

experienced for wearing their natural hair. By removing themselves from the discourse of the 

 
24 Bebe Moore Campbell, 'What Happened to the Afro?', Ebony, 1982, p.79 
25 Betty Luther Hillman, Dressing for the Culture Wars p. 34 
26 Bebe Moore Campbell, 'What Happened to the Afro?', Ebony, 1982, p.79 
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1960s, they sanitise the memory of the movement and suggest that the 1960s were much more 

accepting of black women's natural hair when this was not the case. This is one of the dangers 

that come with the simplified retellings of the Civil Rights Movement. The stories of black 

women are eroded when we refuse to engage with their gendered struggles. 

   

In conclusion, black women were subject to a multitude of factors that made participating in 

the rising Afro movement particularly difficult. To do so meant to navigate between long 

accepted gender norms for the sake of racial pride. The binary nature by which gender was 

understood during the 1960s often times overshadowed any attempts for a holistic Black Power 

Movement. It is important to consider some of these to avoid an oversimplified engagement 

with the past. Factors such as respectability and femininity meant that decisions made based 

on race alone would lead to criticism within the very communities that black women were 

advocating for. It is important to consider intersectional factors like gender when engaging 

with the Civil Rights Movement. These factors are often forgotten in public memory which 

presents a distorted version of the Civil Rights Movement and its participants. In the process 

of forgetting, those that propagated these rigid gender norms relinquish themselves from their 

responsibility to learn from past mistakes. 
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How was American Indians’ Sense of Identity Between 1969-1978 Shaped by Land, 

Spirituality and Community? 

Anna Stephens 

In 1893 Benedict Anderson described community identity as a “social construct”, imagined 

and constructed in the minds of groups of people, to form the idea of a nation.1 As such, 

communities such as American Indians “are to be distinguished… by the style in which they 

are imagined.”2 The Red Power protests, which peaked in 1969-1978, were a chance to re-

construct this imagined sense of identity both for American Indians themselves and within the 

minds of white Americans. Manifestos, proclamations and the power of the media were tools 

in doing so. The image constructed was one of land-based, spiritual nations with a renewed 

sense of community. Red Power began as a predominantly land-based and secular movement 

in 1969, played out in symbolic spaces such as Alcatraz and Mount Rushmore. As the 

movement progressed into the 1970s it became increasingly spiritual and environmental, 

although land continued to be used symbolically. Reclaiming land was not only a symbolic act, 

but provided space for ceremonies and rituals. This enabled American Indians to connect with 

their unique spirituality, which shaped their worldview. Western scholarly attempts to 

distinguish American Indian identity must take into account the social and communal setting 

in which Indians have traditionally lived. Whilst individualism is inherent within Western 

identity, communalism is inherent within the native identity. American Indians have often been 

individualised in historiography, and Red Power took steps to change this. The participation 

by thousands in symbolic walks, spiritual conferences and occupations saw American Indians 

united under the shared challenge of regaining tribal sovereignty. The 1961 Chicago 

Conference marked a shift in American Indian identity as it had been portrayed on a national 

 
1 Benedict R. O’G Anderson, Imagined Communities (Verso 1983) p.164 
2 Ibid p.6 

scale. From this point onwards Red Power protestors began to remould stereotypes and 

reconstruct the image of ‘the Indian’, an image which has been in flux since Europeans arrived 

in North America in 1492. The American Indian voice of the Red Power movement represents 

an identity image reshaped by community, land and a unique spiritual vision.  

 As scholars, it is important to apply self-scrutiny when analysing identities, as we are 

prone to projecting our views and ideologies onto others. As anthropologist Wendy Rose 

emphasises, we cannot reproduce the Indian perspective, “what can be produced is another 

perspective, another view, another spiritual expression”.3 The study of identity is also a 

question of “integrity and intent”4, and asking ourselves, above all, whose interests we are 

serving. Adopting a dialogic approach, which involves giving space to the American Indian 

voice in the identity question, is essential if we are to avoid stereotyping and misconceptions. 

Modern American Indian scholars such as Rupert Costo have been questioning the lack of 

sovereign voice amongst indigenous populations, and the misconceptions that have been made 

of them.5 Misconceptions are based on stereotypes of Indians as primal rather than 

contemporary, and “caught in historical forces rather than history-making”.6 As consumerism 

has boomed in recent decades, so has the commodification of American Indian culture, which 

has served to prolong these stereotypes. This essay seeks to explore the identity of Indians as 

they wish to portray it, by focusing on the perspective of the Red Power protestors. As Costo 

explains, “it becomes necessary now to correct the record, to write the history as it should be 

written”.7 

 
3 John A. Grim, "Cultural Identity, Authenticity, And Community Survival: The Politics Of Recognition In The 
Study Of Native American Religions” American Indian Quarterly, 20.3/4 (1996) p.40 
4 Ibid. p.37 
5 Donald A. Grinde Jr., “Teaching American Indian History: A Native American Voice” The Newsmagazine of 
the American Historical Association (1994)  
6 Ibid 
7 Ibid  



404 405

  Europeans have tended to “mythologise the indigenous people they conquer”8, and for 

the native population of America this began when Columbus and his men arrived on October 

12, 1492. Soon after, “two generic paradigms” emerged and began to shape indigenous identity 

as it was imagined by the colonisers.9 As Brian Dippie described in 1982, “the European image 

of the Indian oscillated between the noble savage and the bloodthirsty devil”.10 The idea of 

Indians as ‘savages’ was pitted against the concept of the ‘civilised’, a tribe was viewed as 

either ‘friend or foe’ and the culture was judged as either ‘good’ or ‘bad’.11 American Indians 

were denoted to the role of slaves, and the intelligence they possessed was generally ignored. 

The 19th century social and scientific theories of manifest destiny and social Darwinism 

underpinned these perspectives. These theories popularised the idea of an evolutionary 

hierarchy of race, which saw Western civilisation triumphing over indigenous cultures.12 They 

provided a justification for policies of extermination in North America, Canada and Australia, 

for attempts to ‘civilise’ American Indians and for the popular conception of them as a “dying 

race”.13 Red Power was a movement which aimed to give the Western world a chance to re-

conceptualise American Indians, in the modern context.   

 “Recognition of the legal and moral rights by which a nation occupies its land-base is a 

fundamental issue of its existence”14, and this is perhaps why Red Power began as a land-based, 

secular movement, with an emphasis on reclaiming land. Since the European colonisation, 

there has been a clash in views over what land represents. The Americans Indians have viewed 

land as a space to be shared, that is sacred. In 1978, for example, they wrote “Mother Earth 

 
8 Stanley, Sandra Kumamoto., “Claiming a Native American Identity: Zitkala-Sa and Autobiographical 
Strategies” Pacific Coast Philology (1994), p.64 
9 Ibid p.64 
10 Dagmar Wernitznig, Going Native or Going Naive? (University Press of America 2003) p.xv 
11 Ibid p.xv 
12 Ibid p.66 
13 Ibid p.66 
14 Ward Churchill, “Perversions of Justice: Examining the Doctrine of U.S. Rights to Occupancy in North 
America” Historical Reflections / Réflexions Historiques Vol. 21, No. 2, (1995), p. 340 

feeds, clothes and shelters us”.15 In contrast, white settlers have focused on land as a resource, 

to be used and bought as individual property. This proved truly problematic when American 

Indians were subject to the relocation and termination policies of the 1940s-60s, during which 

time they were forced off their homeland and moved onto the rockiest and least fertile soil: 

reservations. In 1826, American Indian writer Elias Boudinot described identity as “no more 

than the product of one’s environment”, and this is why it became critical for American Indians 

to reclaim their land, and reshape their identity.16  

 The beginning of Red Power is often viewed as the 1969 occupation of Alcatraz, as this 

is when American Indians began putting their revolutionary ideas into action. The Alcatraz 

Proclamation was symbolically written onto a buffalo hide, which in itself represents the 

importance of land to the Indian identity. Alcatraz island was chosen as the place for protest as 

the land is geographically and historically symbolic. “Ships from all over the world, entering 

the Golden Gate, would first see Indian land” and the Indians want this to remind the American 

nation of the “true” history of America.17 Historically, the Alcatraz population “has always 

been held as prisoners and kept dependent on others”18, which the Indians use to represent their 

own forced dependence on the American government. One of the primary intentions of the 

protest was to create a sense of American Indian presence. For this reason, the media was the 

key to Alcatraz’ success. Radio Free Alcatraz broadcast over 39 half hour programmes to more 

than 100,000 listeners. “We hold the rock” became the American Indian national slogan, a 

symbolic reclaiming of land.19 Similarly, when in 1971 a group of American Indians reclaimed 

the land behind Mount Rushmore, they chose the site for its national memorability. The famous 

60-ft-high faces of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Theodore Roosevelt and Abraham 

 
15 Longest Walk Manifesto, Manifesto for Change: All Life is Sacred (2008) p.6 
16 Scott Richard Lyons, X-Marks (2010) p. 37 
17 Indians of All Tribes, Alcatraz Proclamation (1969) 
18 Ibid  
19 Ibid  
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Lincoln were used to challenge the traditional founding narrative of America. Land was 

therefore used symbolically during Red Power to transform existing perceptions of American 

Indian identity. The imagined dependent and voiceless nation became a reformative, outspoken 

and self-determining community.  

 As Red Power progressed into the 1970s it became infused with the American Indian 

spiritual ideology, and important ceremonies began to take place. A key goal was to secure the 

land and legalisation which would allow Indians to practice rituals which were integral to their 

identity. The 1978 Longest Walk Manifesto demanded a re-evaluation of laws which restricted 

Indian spirituality, such as the illegality of hunting eagles or owning their feathers.20 The 

manifesto begins with “let me be a free man”21, encapsulating this quest for spiritual freedom.  

American Indians had paved the way for this in the Alcatraz Proclamation, when they requested 

a space where Indians could “practice our ancient tribal religious and sacred healing 

ceremonies”.22 The Longest Walk covered a wider scope of land and was more successful in 

materialising its short term goals than Alcatraz. Jimmy Carter was so impressed with the 

Longest Walk, that just a week after he passed the Religious Freedom Act. This granted Indians 

the right to own feathers and “freedom to worship”.23 Religious freedom is essential to the 

American Indian identity. Apsaalooke leaders of the American Indian Ashkisshe ceremony 

express their perspective of identity as “interior attitudes to be cultivated during the ritual”.24 

For the Apsaalooke, “community survival flows from ritualisation, the process of actualising 

 
20 Longest Walk Manifesto: Manifesto for Change: All Life is Sacred (1978) 
21 Ibid p.2 
22 Ibid p.6 
23 The American Indian Religious Freedom Act, Title 42 - The Public Health and Welfare (1978) p.4378 
24 Grim, John A., "Cultural Identity, Authenticity, And Community Survival: The Politics Of Recognition In 
The Study Of Native American Religions” (1996) p. 52 

the imagined community”.25 Alcatraz laid the foundation for religious self-determination, and 

the Longest Walk took practical steps towards achieving it. 

 Spirituality, especially in conjunction with nature, was used throughout Red Power to 

cultivate a sense of community within and across American Indian nations. The Longest Walk 

Manifesto describes a shared belief in the “Great Spirit”, “the ultimate power which created 

the universe and all life within”.26 It also references nature throughout, which is viewed as all-

encompassing. They write “the mountains and the trees are a part of us”, but this contrasts with 

the white settlers who “do not realise the value of creation” and view land as material, rather 

than spiritual.27 In the 1969 Alcatraz Proclamation, Indians of All Tribes (IOAT) sought to set 

down physical measures which would preserve the spiritual aspect of their identity. They set 

down their intentions to build “an Indian centre of ecology”, to teach their youth to “restore 

our lands and waters to their pure and natural state”, “de-pollute the air” and “restore fish”.28 

Whilst the occupation was technically a failure and broke apart due to leadership issues, it 

played an important role in sketching out this environmental vision. Spiritual unification also 

occurred in conferences, beginning with the Indian Ecumenical Conference of 1969 which 

went on to be organised several times throughout the 1970s.29 What began as a “stepping stone 

to Alcatraz” grew, with thousands of young people gathering for weeklong camps in various 

towns in America.30 There was a revival of “tribal traditions”, “bonfires” and “thanksgiving 

ceremonies”, which served as symbolic acts of coming together.31 Nation leaders stated their 

intention to create a “spiritual revitalisation”32 of American Indian religion, and were widely 

 
25 Ibid p.53 
26 Longest Walk Manifesto: Manifesto for Change: All Life is Sacred (1978) 
27 Ibid 
28 Indians of All Tribes, Alcatraz Proclamation (1969) 
29 James Treat, Around the Sacred Fire (University of Illinois Press 2003) p.13 
30 Ibid p.14 
31 Ibid p. 14 
32 Ibid p.15 
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successful, however little is written about it in accounts of the period. The classic narrative 

places Red Power between 1969 and 1978, however it is clear that the unifying aspect of it 

goes beyond this. After the first Longest Walk there have been 3 others, for example. In 2008 

the second Longest Walk took place, which drew further attention towards environmentalism 

and the protection of sacred sites. There were further walks in 2011 and 2013, with the last 

beginning in Washington and ending at Alcatraz, continuing the symbolic use of space. 

 There is strong evidence to suggest, therefore, that the unifying aspect of Red Power 

was one of its greatest achievements. As American Indians came together to fight for land and 

religious rights they strengthened the communal aspect of their identity. Scott Richard Lyons 

views identity as "ultimately a communal thing”, composed of “communal constructions of 

meaning”.33 The 1969 Alcatraz Proclamation called attention to the American Indian cause not 

just from the media but also from other American Indians. The word ‘we’ was used to begin 

every sentence, enhancing a vision of Red Power as a collective, pan-Indian movement. This 

terminology was chosen to play on the ‘we the people’ founding document of America, thus 

again challenging the traditional narrative. Earlier in August of 1969, spiritual leaders had met 

at the Indian Unity Convention to discuss the religious conflicts that raged through their 

communities in Canada and North America. They believed that in order to maintain their 

culture, they must transcend the antagonism that had existed between Christianity and Indian 

spirituality since Europeans first colonised America.34 In the same year, Vine Deloria 

encapsulated this challenge in ‘Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto’, claiming that 

Christianity had had a “shattering” impact on American Indian religious identity.35 However, 

he suggested that the “impotence and irrelevancy of the Christian message has meant a return 

 
33 Scott Richard Lyons, X-Marks (2010) p. 37 
34 James Treat, Around the Sacred Fire: Native Religious Activism in the Red Power Era p. 13 
35 Vine Deloria Jr, Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (University of Oklahoma Press, 1969) p.7 

to traditional religion by Indian people”.36 It was throughout Red Power that American Indians 

began filling the religious ‘vacuum’ that colonisation and Christianity had created. 

 Whilst American Indian identity in the Red Power years was shaped by land, 

spirituality, and community, it does not mean that it is fixed. In fact identities are continuously 

in transit, and for American Indians it has been a case of adapting themselves to a context of 

cultural oppression. The term ‘genocide' was used during the 1976 Bicentennial of the 

Declaration of Independence by American Indians to describe the way in which they had been 

treated by the American government. Many Indian scholars insist on using the term up unto 

this day.37 Red Power has displayed the American Indian capability to resist ‘cultural 

genocide’, however. As it is written in the 1961 Declaration of Indian Purpose,  

“it is a more complex world in which Indians live today, but the 

Indian people who first settled the New World and built the great 

civilisations which only now are being dug out of the past, long 

ago demonstrated that they could master complexity”.38 

Mastering this complex environment has centred on land and legislation in reconstructing the 

Indian identity. Nixon’s self-determination policies, the reversal of the 11 anti-Indian bills 

which threatened treaty rights and spiritual revitalisation have been significant steps forward. 

On the national scale, Red Power began “a wave of action and a level of consciousness in both 

the indigenous and non-indigenous communities, which has never really ended”.39 It has 

shifted a transiting identity, but for the benefit of American Indians.  

 
36 Ibid p.5 
37 Grim, John A., "Cultural Identity, Authenticity, And Community Survival: The Politics Of Recognition In 
The Study Of Native American Religions” (1996) p.43 
38 Congress of American Indians, Declaration of Indian Purpose (1961) 
39 Valerie Lannon, "From the Red Power Movement to Idle No More” (Socialist Worker August 23, 2013) 
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 Red Power activism continues today, and from the 1960s onwards identity has been the 

foundation for a political, spiritual and environmental movement. It is of “paramount value” to 

American Indians, as it is to most cultures, and cannot be exchanged for anything else.40 This 

is why developing “eyes” and “ears” to hear the “new voice of Native people”41 is the first step 

in ensuring their culture survives. As “identity implies difference”, it is essential that there is a 

space for dialogue.42 This helps us to avoid projecting our own views, homogenising 

spirituality, mis-conceptualising Indians, and obscuring the authentic American Indian 

identity. As Lyons encapsulates, “Red Power activists began articulating a new resistance 

identity, and from that emerged a powerful new indigenist identity still in the process of 

articulation today.”43 American Indians have done this through strengthening their connection 

to land, re-conceptualising traditional historical narratives, achieving spiritual unification and 

coming together to face the challenge of regaining tribal sovereignty. In the 21st century, many 

American Indians have a sense of a ‘hybrid’ identity, and it is therefore not only the Indian 

identity which is in transit, but the ‘American’ identity as well.44 There still exists, therefore, 

the question of what it means to be an American Indian in a global world. Defining ‘Indianness’ 

is difficult, and almost impossible.45 Yet, if we apply Anderson’s idea that “the nation is 

conceived of as a deep, horizontal comradeship”46, American Indians have successfully used 

land, spirituality and a renewed sense of community to begin to redefine themselves.  

 

 

 
40 Scott Richard Lyons, X-Marks (2010) p. 39 
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42 Ibid p.45 
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‘Complacent Politicians’: To what extent does this reflect the attitude of the 

Conservative Government in ensuring crowd safety at British football stadia in the 

years 1970 -74? 

Bethany Marris 

 

Introduction 

‘The one thing you could never joke about in the UK is Hillsborough, it’s a tragedy that has 

touched people in a very specific way’. These are the words of comedian Jimmy Carr as he 

discussed the ‘boundaries of free speech’ on BBC Radio Four in March 2017.1 On 15th April 

1989, 96 people suffered were killed due to injuries sustained on the terraces at Hillsborough 

football stadium.2  In the event of an FA cup semi-final between Liverpool and Nottingham 

Forest, Liverpool supporters had been allocated pens in the ground’s Leppings Lane terrace. 

Most fatalities occurred in pen three, and it has been repeatedly stressed that the safe maximum 

capacity of the pens had been both ‘significantly overcalculated’, and ‘grossly exceeded’.3 

Carr’s use of the word ‘specific’ is worth pausing on. Indeed, the impact of 1989 has been 

distinct. Firstly, Hillsborough remains the worst stadium related disaster in the history of 

English sport. As highlighted by Martin Jhones, however, much of its unique impact lies in the 

misinformation that was spread by both Senior Police officers and tabloid media - in that 

‘Football Hooligans’ and ‘intoxicated’ Liverpool supporters should carry the blame.4 The 

interim report produced by Lord Justice Taylor in the aftermath of the tragedy refutes this 

 
1 J. Carr, ‘Desert Island Discs: Jimmy Carr’, 05/03/ 2017, 25:48, BBC Radio 4  
2 P. Scraton, ‘Death on the Terraces: The Contexts and injustices of the 1989 Hillsborough Disaster’, Soccer & 
Society, 5:2 (Online, 2007), p.185 
3 ‘The Report of the Hillsborough Independent Panel’, TSO & Blackwell, (London, 2012), p.21; Taylor, P, Lord 
Justice, ‘Inquiry into the Hillsborough Stadium Disaster: Final Report’, (London: HMSO, 1990), p.10  
4 M. Jhones, ‘’Heads in the Sand’, Football Politics and Crowd Disasters in 20th Century Britain’, Soccer and 
Society 5:2, 2004 (Online 2007), p.143  
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notion. Published in August 1989, the report asserts that the ‘real cause’ of the disaster was 

‘overcrowding’, and further emphasises that the ‘paramount consideration’ of Police officers 

at Football stadia should be ‘crowd safety’.5 Furthermore, while Taylor’s final report, published 

in January 1990 addresses the ‘problem’ of Hooliganism and the threat that it posed to crowd 

safety, it maintains that the event was ‘allowed to happen’ due to the lack of attention paid to 

recommendations that had previously been made.  

Hillsborough should not be regarded as a ‘freak occurrence’.6 Whilst unprecedented in 

scale, 15th April 1989 marked the fourth major disaster concerning crowd safety at British 

football stadia within 50 years. The first of these occurred in 1946 at Burnden Park in Bolton, 

and the second in 1971 at Ibrox Park in Glasgow. Both incidents, like Hillsborough, resulted 

in large-scale inquiries into stadium capacity, spectator behaviour and crowd control. Given 

the events of 1989, the fatalities of Burnden Park and Ibrox and the consequent abundance of 

safety recommendations that followed, grave questions are raised as to what measures were 

legitimately being taken to ensure the safety of those passing through the turnstiles every 

Saturday. Taylor’s report explicitly states that ‘complacency is the enemy of safety’, and 

despite being the UK’s ‘national game’, football clubs in early 1970s Britain were the only 

commercial ‘entertainment venture’ that did not have to conform to any form of safety 

legislation.7  This essay will explore Taylor’s accusations of complacency. In this, we shall 

also unpick Eric Dunning’s theory that a toxic combination of ‘complacent politicians’ and 

‘Hooligan Fans’ deeply threatened the ‘great social invention’ that is football during the late 

1960s into the early 1970s.8   

 
5 Taylor, P, Lord Justice, ‘Inquiry into the Hillsborough Stadium Disaster: Interim Report’, (London: HMSO, 
1989), p.55, p.59  
6 Taylor, P, Lord Justice, ‘Inquiry into the Hillsborough Stadium Disaster: Final Report’, (London: HMSO, 
1990), p.5  
7 (HC Deb), ‘Safety of Sports Grounds [Lords]’, 18/01/1974, vol 867, cc.1076-161, col.1137 
8 E. Dunning, ‘Towards A Sociological Understanding of Football Hooliganism as a World Phenomenon’, 
European Journal of Criminal Policy and Research, (June 2000, Online), p.141   

This essay does not seek to place blame. However, we must not lose sight of the fact 

that British Football in the early 1970s was regulated by a plethora of bodies on both a national 

and regional scale. From the Football Associations of each British country, to the private 

owners of stadiums, benefactors of local clubs and police forces, responsibility for the safety 

of fans was remarkably widespread. That said, it would be wrong to remove the Government 

from any responsibility - the safety of UK citizens should be a paramount parliamentary 

concern, and when there is a great deal of evidence to suggest that such safety was at risk, the 

‘limited’ response that came from Heath’s Conservative Government from 1970-1974 should 

be placed into serious question. 

Much of the literature surrounding crowd behaviour and stadium disasters in the late 

20th century takes ‘Hooliganism’ as the sole point of focus.  The notion of ‘Hooliganism’ has 

been subject to extensive psychological, sociological and anthropological analysis. Academics 

such as Dunning, Marsh and Armstrong have attempted to make sense as to why, from the late 

1960s, football grounds became such a popular site for ritualized aggression. In these works, 

the way in which vast numbers of football fans had become characterised by society as 

‘animals’, ‘folk devils’ and working-class thugs is often explored through newspaper articles 

and oral testimonies.9 Alternatively, this essay will take a ‘top down’ approach. Through House 

of Lords debates surrounding the passage of the Safety of Sports Grounds Bill, Home Office 

minutes and APCO correspondence between county constabularies and Scotland Yard, this 

essay will argue that in the wake of the Ibrox Park calamity, Heath’s Conservative Government 

was incredibly complacent in approaching the issue of crowd safety at football grounds. 

Moreover, those historians and sociologists who have chosen to consider crowd safety tend to 

 
9 E. Dunning, P. Murphy, J. Williams, ‘The Roots Of Football Hooliganism, An Historical And Sociological 
Study’, Routledge & Kegan Paul, (London & New York, 1998) p.144; B. Bebber, ‘Violence and Racism in 
Football’, p.75; C. Critcher, ‘Working Class Culture, Studies in History and Theory’,(1979),Routledge, 
(London, 2007) p.173   
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focus on drastic changes made to the football environment following Taylor’s 

recommendations, yet this essay will explore spatial and architectural manipulations that had 

been proposed long before 1989. Through the arguments of Brett Bebber, Martin Jhones and 

Mark James, emphasis will be placed upon the inadequate attention given to the welfare of 

football’s customers during the early 1970s.  Lastly, it will be argued that despite Parliament 

regarding the ‘advent of Hooliganism’ to be a ‘serious development’, little initiative was taken 

to combat it.10  

 

The Cost of Safet 

In January 1973, William Hay, The Earl of Kinnoull, declared to the House of Lords 

that the ‘problem of crowd safety in soccer grounds is no new issue’.11 The aforementioned 

Burnden Park fatality, where 33 people were killed and approximately 400 injured, was the 

first major football incident of the post-war era.12 The crush occurred due to an excessive 

amount of admissions made at the turnstiles and was further exacerbated by fans breaking into 

the stadium through unconventional entrances. An inquiry under Labour MP Moelwyn Hughes 

was pursued following the disaster. The report concluded that limitations should be placed on 

crowd sizes at soccer games, in addition to proposing a mechanical system of counting those 

entering the stadium. The report also ‘suggested’ that football grounds should be inspected by 

an ‘appropriate licensing authority’. In this, Hughes bluntly stated that complying with such 

recommendations would carry a significant ‘cost’, involving a ‘loss of gate money’.13 As 

pointed out by Gardiner et.al, the problems identified by Hughes were not thoroughly addressed 

 
10 (HC Deb), ‘Safety of Sports Grounds [Lords]’, 18/01/1974, vol. 867, cc.1076-161, col.1091  
11 (HL Deb) ‘Crowd Safety at Sports Grounds’,24/01/1973,vol. 338, cc.205-31, col.206 
12‘Burnden Park football disaster remembered 65 years on’, BBC News Online, 09/03/2011 
[https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-manchester-12686632] 
13 R.M. Hughes,‘Parliamentary report of the public inquiry by R. Moelwyn Hughes’,1946, (referenced in) 
S.Gardiner, J. O’Leary, R.Welch, ‘Sports Law’, Routledge, (London, 2012) Ebook - no page no.  

before the 1975 Safety of Sports Grounds Act.14 Quite why Hughes’ recommendations were 

largely ignored remains unclear, yet when placed in line with the aftermath of Ibrox, where the 

question of financing safety regulations proved ‘most difficult’, we may speculate that 

prospective cost would’ve been a significant factor.15 

In 1971, another calamity unfolded at Ibrox Park stadium, Glasgow. Contemporarily, 

the Ibrox Park disaster was historically the worst of its kind, with 66 fans becoming ‘victims 

of their environment’ and of ‘the excitement of the match’.16 The fatalities occurred within the 

final minute of the game as Glasgow Rangers scored an equalising goal. This led to those in 

the process of making an early exit to turn around, resulting in a crowd crush. The official 

inquiry into the disaster produced The Wheatley Report (1972), and this finally led to the 

introduction to the Safety of Sports Grounds Bill in 1973, alongside the ‘Green Guide’ which 

remains a precedent for the Sports Grounds Safety Authority today. Despite the magnitude and 

devastation of Ibrox, Wheatley’s recommendations did not become law until the Bill was 

passed by Harold Wilson’s Labour government in 1975. As a result of this, when assessing 

governmental complacency towards the safety of spectators, minutes from debates from both 

the Home Office and the House of Lords surrounding the Bill’s passage from the years 1973-

1974 offer great insight.  

As we have identified from the aftermath of Hughes’ report, financing structural 

changes to stadiums had long been a contentious issue. Before analysing the detriment of 

football’s financial situation to crowd safety, however, it is first important to outline the 

position of the national economy. Despite the advantage of a surplus in 1970, the ‘rhythm of 

post-war economic expansion’ had been truly broken by the end of Heath’s premiership in 

 
14 S.Gardiner, J. O’Leary, R.Welch, ‘Sports Law’, Routledge, (London, 2012) Ebook - no page no.  
15 (HL Debate), ‘Safety of Sports Grounds Bill’, 20/11/1973, vol. 346, cc.927-80, col.1946 
16 ‘The tragedy at Ibrox park’, The Guardian (1959-2003), 04/01/1974 
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1974.17 Early 1970s Britain was bedevilled by rising unemployment, soaring inflation and 

painful industrial relations, yet it would be too simplistic to argue that the Government’s 

reluctance to fund stadium amendments was solely due to the struggling wider economy. 

Opening the debate of January 1973, Conservative William Hay, The Earl of Kinnoull, 

addressed the matter of cost, highlighting that despite being the country’s ‘most popular 

national sport’, football was facing ‘the severest financial crisis in its history’. Hay proceeded 

to reveal that the Government earned ‘between £30 million and £50 million a year’ from 

football yet gave ‘nothing back’ to the game. Moreover, the Earl continued that ‘enthusiasm’ 

towards the implementation of a new safety code would only come with ‘government 

assistance’, thus circumstantially, the Government understood that for Wheatley’s 

recommendations to become a reality they would have to bear the burden of at least some cost. 

Somewhat contradicting himself, however, Hay quickly shifted such responsibility onto 

individual clubs, identifying the ‘vicious cycle’ of expensive transfers and high player wages 

to be the greatest detriment to safety developments. Here, Hay insinuates that the Government 

should not be expected to step in, rather football itself ‘must put its house in order’.18 

Furthermore, according to Colville, Lord Wheatley had argued that money for any necessary 

improvements ‘must be found by the clubs’, asserting that this view was shared by the wider 

government. Importantly, as Labour MP George Wigg highlighted, this was in fact ‘the reverse 

of the truth’, as Wheatley never drew such conclusions.19 The way in which Colville 

manipulated Lord Wheatley’s recommendations exhibits a distinct level of disregard for, and 

complacency in dealing with, the wellbeing of football’s consumers. Instead of confronting the 

 
17 A. Cairncross, ‘The British economy since 1945: economic-policy and performance, 1945-90’, Blackwell, 
(Oxford, 1992), p.183 
18(HL Deb) ‘Crowd Safety at Sports Grounds’,24/01/1973, vol. 338, cc.205-31, c.210 
19(HL Deb) ‘Crowd Safety at Sports Grounds’, 24/01/ 1973, c.937 

issue of crowd safety, Colville chose to dissociate the Government from any obligation to 

improving the safety of Britain’s stadiums at all.  

Here, it is important to revisit Hay’s case that ‘expensive’ player transfers are an 

obstacle to the reformation of safety policy. Jhones notes that football has a unique yet 

widespread ability to articulate local pride, arguing that many fans would’ve preferred to see 

the clubs in which they associated with spend heavily on players, rather than compromising in 

this area to fund stadium amendments. Furthermore, we should appreciate that the rowdy 

atmosphere of the terraces was part of the attraction of the game for many. Although these 

factors should not be seen as an excuse for the failures to fund safety measures, we must 

understand that they would have resulted in lower consumer demand for safety changes, 

therefore reducing the urgency with which the issue was approached by all relevant authorities, 

including the Government.20  

The question of financing change arose again on 18th January 1974 at the Bill’s second 

reading. In many ways, the debate surrounding the Bill’s passage in 1974 offers a much deeper 

insight into the question of governmental complacency towards the issue of crowd safety than 

the previously explored 1973 debate. We may attribute this to ‘wide-ranging’ opinions amongst 

the Members present. On top of this, we see a second instance of Lord Wheatley’s 

recommendations being distorted. MP Mark Carlisle declared that as ‘Lord Wheatley’ pointed 

out, ‘money for ground improvements must be found by the clubs and within football itself’.21 

In a familiar series of events, Labour MP Denis Howell highlighted that Carlisle’s statement 

was objectively untrue. Therefore, the way in which Carlisle blatantly twisted Lord Wheatley’s 

recommendations to infer that the Government should not bear the financial burden of 

 
20 M. Jhones, ‘’Heads in the Sand’, Football Politics and Crowd Disasters in 20th Century Britain’, Soccer and 
Society 5:2, 2004 (Online 2007), p.142 
21 (HC Deb),‘Safety of Sports Grounds [Lords]’, 18/01/1974, vol. 867, cc.1076-161, col.1088  
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‘improvements’ once again exposes a great deal of complacency and reluctance in ensuring 

safety for the ‘half a million’ who paid to attend live matches every Saturday.22  

On the other hand, reflecting upon the Conservatives lack of proactivity, Labour MP 

David Owen adopted an impassioned stance against what he sees to be ‘a depressing tendency 

to will the end, not to provide the means’ when it comes to safety matters. Owen stressed that 

the Government ‘must change its attitude to support for sport’, and continued that ‘if the 

decision were made by those who reflected the enthusiasm of the nation for soccer, as opposed 

to those who reflect the overall enthusiasm of the nation for opera and ballet’, the outcome 

would be ‘radically different’.23 Owen then emphasised that ‘large subsidies’ have been 

awarded to the arts where they had not to football, despite the ‘millions of people who benefit 

from the sport’ in Britain.24 In suggesting that British enthusiasm for football is heavily 

misrepresented in Parliament, Owen infers that such ignorance to the sport has been detrimental 

to matters of crowd safety. Through the examples of ‘ballet’ and ‘opera’; stereotypically middle 

and upper-class activities, Owen paints those in positions of power and privilege to be detached 

from mainstream public interests such as football. In this, Owen also infers that the 

Government tend to be self-serving, thus suggesting that they were unwilling to finance 

changes that were outside the realm of their personal interests. Therefore, alongside bolstering 

the notion that the Conservatives approached crowd safety in a hugely complacent manner, 

Owen proposes reason as to why more attention was not paid to matters of football in 

Parliament. 

Owen’s contention is compounded by the words of Lord Wheatley’s son-in-law, Tam 

Dalyell. Beginning his speech ‘on a personal note’, Dalyell reflected on his time as a 

schoolteacher organising visits to Ibrox Park. Dalyell articulates the scale of ‘human tragedy’ 

 
22 (HC Deb),‘Safety of Sports Grounds [Lords]’, 18/01/1974, col.1134 
23 (HC Deb), 18/01/1974, col.1135  
24 (HC Deb), 18/01/1974, col.1135 

at Ibrox and acknowledges the ‘distress’ brought to families who lost ‘bread-winning fathers 

and teenage sons’.25 Unlike those cited by Owen, we may understand that the West Lothian 

MP’s local connection to the Ibrox tragedy, alongside his involvement with football, underline 

his support for the bill. Bebber puts forward that the Bill remained in the ‘debate state’ for a 

long time due to the ‘financial paradox’ it was caught in. However, the arguments of Owen and 

Dalyell, and the sharp contrast between how much the Government were earning per annum 

from football compared to what they were ‘putting back’ into it, suggest that these problems 

were more deeply and sentimentally rooted. Decision making in the context of crowd safety 

therefore was not simply orchestrated by financial concerns; we may argue that they were also 

heavily infused with the personal interests of politicians as well as notions of social class.  

  The question of governmental ‘complacency’ becomes incredibly poignant when 

considering the contribution of Joseph Ashton. The Labour MP exemplified ‘Sheffield 

Wednesday’s ground’ to be ‘one of the finest in the country’, stating with confidence that ‘there 

has never been a single accident’ there. If Sheffield Wednesday amended their ground 

according to the code, ‘the capacity behind the goal would be reduced by 8,000’, yet Ashton 

perceived it to be both ‘ridiculous’ and unnecessary to allow spectators such space. In 

hindsight, where the ‘capacity behind the goal’ proved deadly on 15th April 1989, the idea of 

abiding by the recommendations of the code seems unquestionably far from ‘ridiculous’.26  

 

Football Grounds as Contested Spaces of Power: Hooliganism and Spatial Manipulatio 

Scholars such as Peter Marsh and Steve Frosdick highlight that ‘Football Hooliganism’ 

was recognized as a worsening social problem throughout the 1970s.27 As has been addressed, 

 
25 (HC Deb), 18/01/1974, col.1137 
26 (HC Deb),‘Safety of Sports Grounds [Lords]’, 18/01/1974, vol. 867, cc.1076-161, col.1124  
27 S. Frosdick, P. Marsh, ‘Football Hooliganism: An Historical and Sociological Study’, Willan, (London, 
2005), p.3 
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while we do not seek to psychoanalyse the complex, ‘many-sided’ phenomenon of 

‘Hooliganism’, we cannot ignore the impact that it had upon parliamentary decision making in 

the context of crowd safety. As Dunning outlines, the concept of ‘Hooliganism’ is multifaceted, 

and for the purpose of this essay we may understand the term with reference to the violent, 

disorderly and often racist behaviour exhibited by football goers on match days. Activities 

characteristic of ‘Hooliganism’ would include throwing missiles at players, fist fights, verbal 

abuse and fights involving weapons. 28 Such violence was often concentrated away from the 

grounds, yet disturbances on the terraces and pitch invasions prevailed throughout the 1970s. 

In 1973, Viscount John Simon acknowledged the threat that Hooliganism posed to the safety 

of supporters. Simon linked the ‘dwindling turnout’ of football matches in the UK with growing 

public awareness that Hooliganism could often be ‘the detonator that sparks off an explosive 

situation’, concluding that Parliament could not simply ‘stand still’ and ignore the problem.29  

This was not the first-time political heads had been turned by Hooliganism. Published 

in 1968, the Harrington report was the first government sponsored inquiry into Football 

Hooliganism. The report explained that effective ‘crowd control’ could only be achieved by 

imposing legislatively defined minimum standards of ‘amenity’ and ‘safety’ on stadium 

owners.30  James identifies that the absence of legislation combined with the failure of football 

clubs to ‘accept responsibility’ for their fans resulted in increased pressure on the police to 

control Hooligans, thus exemplifying a toxic combination of complacency on behalf of both 

the Government and football clubs. Furthermore, drawing upon Harrington’s findings, The 

Lang Report on ‘Crowd Behaviour at Football Matches’ was published in 1969. This report 

outlined necessary improvements to the surveillance, control and punishment of ‘Hooligans’. 

 
28 E. Dunning, ‘A sociological understanding of Hooliganism’, p.143  
29 (HL Deb) ‘Crowd Safety at Sports Grounds’,24/01/1973,vol 338, cc.205-31 c.945 
30 M. James, ‘Sports Law (Macmillan Law Masters): ‘Crowd Disorder and Hooliganism’, Manchester 
Metropolitan University, (Manchester, 2017) p. 224 

Moreover, the report emphasised that segregating opposing fans could tame Hooliganism. 

Here, the introduction of football banning orders was also considered. Despite the perceived 

importance of combating Hooliganism into the 1970s, however, both The Lang report and The 

Harrington report merely remained ‘aspirations for best practice’ as opposed to legal 

requirements.31 The enduring lack of legal framework, coupled with the willingness of football 

clubs to abdicate responsibility onto the police, represents a distinct lack of interest in crowd 

safety. Furthermore, this also sparked a great deal of confusion amongst police forces as to how 

they were expected to regulate Hooligan behaviour.  

It is important that we consider Lang’s recommendations of fan segregation within the 

context of spatial and architectural manipulation. Bebber highlights that when Labour resumed 

power in 1974, under the leadership of Minister for Sport Denis Howell, the Government 

became insistent on ‘containment’ and ‘spatial organisation’ as a means to subdue 

Hooliganism. Howell formed a Working Party of officials from the Football League, Football 

Association, Sports Council and The Department of Environment. The group’s chief aim was 

to ‘examine group control’ at grounds where there had been ‘trouble’ and instances of 

‘Hooliganism’ in the crowd.32 The resulting ‘Policy of Containment’ employed ‘Penning’; a 

technique that served the dual purpose of keeping fans within the confines of the terraces, 

alongside keeping violence away from the rest of the stadium.33 In hindsight, this approach to 

Hooligan control proved more exacerbating than remedial, as the ‘animalistic’, mobility-

limiting pens became heavily resented by spectators. Despite this, we may still argue that 

contrary to the efforts of previous Members of Parliament, Howell approached the phenomena 

of Hooliganism and the threat that it posed to crowd safety with a clear sense of urgency. We 

 
31 M. James, ‘Sports Law (Macmillan Law Masters): ‘Crowd Disorder and Hooliganism’, Manchester 
Metropolitan University, (Manchester, 2017) p. 225 
32 Hull History Centre, (hereafter HHC): (HO) ‘Working Party On Group Behaviour at Football Grounds’, 
03/04/1974 
33 B. Bebber, ‘Violence and Racism in Football’, p.72, 82 
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should further acknowledge the way in which Howell closely cooperated with local police 

forces, as there is evidence to suggest that regional constabularies had been actively calling for 

guidance in crowd behaviour management from the early 1970s.34   

In July 1972, the Chief Constable of West Midlands Constabulary stated that unless the 

Home Office outlined ‘basic requirements’ as to how crowd safety should be best regulated, 

‘confusion’ would ‘reign’ amongst authorities. Notably, the letter emphasises that through this 

proposed Home Office legislation, local authorities, police forces and fire services should 

become more cooperative independent of the Government, thus physically and financially 

demanding very little from Parliament in regulating crowd safety.35 Also in July 1972, the 

Chief Constable of the Surrey Constabulary suggested that a ‘boys enclosure’ would enable 

‘unaccompanied youngsters’ to watch games without the ‘pressures of an adult crowd’,  

identifying that vulnerable children were put at greater risk in British Stadia at this time.36 

These letters provide just two examples of numerous calls for the Government to take 

legislative action at this time, yet an evident lack of parliamentary fervour to address the issue 

of spectator safety meant that whilst not ‘ignored’, the problem of Hooliganism remained 

largely unaddressed. Here, we should consider the disparity between the actions of Denis 

Howell and Eldon Griffiths, the Conservative Minister for Sport under Heath. Garnett explains 

that the remit of Griffiths’ ministerial post was ‘far removed’ from his favoured subject area of 

Foreign Affairs.37 On the other hand, Howell’s devotion to football, extensive experience as an 

FA referee and life-long support for Aston-Villa Football Club unambiguously outline the 

rationale behind his political actions.38 Where we can assume that Howell’s involvement with 

 
34 HHC: U DCL/639/3, (HO), ‘Working Party on group behaviour at football grounds’,03/04/1974 
35 HHC: U DCL/639/3, Chief Constable of West Midlands Constabulary to F.W.C Pennington at New Scotland 
Yard, ‘Crowd Safety at Sports Grounds’, 10/07/1972  
36 HHC: U DCL/639/3, ‘Report of the Inquiry into Safety at Sports Grounds’, Surrey Constabulary, 10/07/1972  
37 M. Garnett, ‘Griffiths, Sir Eldon (2025-2014)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Online),15/02/2018 
38 T. Dalyell, ‘Howell, Denis Herbert, Baron Howell (1923-1998), politician’, Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography (Online), 23/09/2004 

Football inspired an eagerness to eradicate Hooliganism and ensure greater safety for 

spectators, we may argue that Griffiths’ complacency in this respect can be attributed to the 

comparatively small personal connection that he shared with the game. Furthermore, in his 

autobiography ‘Transatlantic Man’, Griffiths frankly stated that ‘politicians had no business 

trying to manage sport’; rather than addressing issues within sport, Griffith’s primary aim was 

to ‘depoliticize’ it. Moreover, Griffiths openly discusses his response to Ibrox. In the immediate 

aftermath of the disaster, Griffiths noted that Labour MP Neil Carmichael, alongside others on 

‘both sides of the house’, demanded that ‘there must be some control’ from the Government, 

yet Griffiths revealed that he was not prepared to declare a state of emergency as ‘Glasgow 

City Council’ were ‘capable’ of determining the safety limits of its sports grounds.39 Taking 

this into account, we may also argue that Griffiths’ attitude towards football and crowd safety 

was more counterproductive than complacent.   

Finally, when exploring the spatial and architectural manipulation of football grounds 

as a means to address crowd safety, we cannot ignore the development of all-seated stadiums. 

In line with Taylor’s recommendations, the top two divisions of English Football underwent a 

‘radical transformation’ in the 1990s. Terrace furore quietened as grounds became all-seated. 

However, this was not the first time the prospect of ‘all-seated stadiums’ had been raised. 

Turning once again to the November 1973 Safety of Sports Grounds Bill debate, Lord John 

Ardwick compared British football grounds to the typical ‘American sports ground’. Ardwick 

drew upon the fact that ‘in a very violent country’, there is little ‘violence and Hooliganism’ at 

sporting events, attributing this to the fact that seats are provided for every spectator. Ardwick 

acknowledged that to ask for a government subsidy would’ve been ‘knocking on the wrong 

door, in the wrong week and probably in the wrong year’, yet he continued to suggest ‘three 

ways’ that funding seating adjustments could be possible without government intervention. 

 
39 E. Griffiths, ‘Transatlantic Man, 2nd Edition’, GM Books, (California, 2010), chp.42, p.5,6  
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These suggestions included ‘communal fundraising’, asking those who had previously 

sponsored football competitions to ‘sponsor safety’, and enabling municipalities to ‘lend’ 

money to clubs. 40 Ardwick’s propositions were complemented by those of Lord Lyell, who 

expressed the understanding that ‘maximum possible seating accommodation’ has the capacity 

to ‘aid good behaviour and crowd control’.41 Aside from the contributions of Ardwick and 

Lyell, however, the idea of drastically increasing the number of seats in stadiums stood 

undiscussed. Here we may raise the aforementioned issue of consumer demand. From a 

modern-day perspective, the implementation of full seating appears an obvious solution. 

However, as Jhones raises, terrace commotion was part of the ‘excitement’ of match day for 

many, and fans were ‘tacitly complicit’ in the risks they had to endure.42 Furthermore, 

discussing stadium architecture in 1983, Historian Simon Inglis put forward that the ideal 

ground would ‘satisfy variety’, thus endorsing the terrace structure. As a result of this, in the 

context of implementing policies for all-seated stadiums, the extent to which we can argue that 

the Government showed complacency is in fact limited.43  

 

Conclusion  

This essay has demonstrated that the Conservative Government of 1970-1974 was 

incredibly complacent in dealing with and approaching matters of Crowd Safety in British 

football stadia. In the wake of what was contemporarily the worst stadium calamity in Britain’s 

history, the Government failed to implement any advisory legislation, despite existing 

government commissioned reports into crowd control and crowd behaviour that could’ve been 

drawn upon. Whilst we must acknowledge that the financial state of Britain in the early 1970s 
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was weak and the Government had no obligation to provide funds as such, a blatant disregard 

for the safety of Football spectators was expressed by Conservative politicians. Moreover, 

despite the perceived threat of Hooliganism in the early 1970s, little action was taken to combat 

‘the English Disease’, and the issue was left to local police forces and local authorities to 

navigate without the legislative guidance that they had called for. Almost three decades ago, 

Taylor recognized the ‘depressing and chastening fact’ that his was the ‘ninth official report 

covering crowd safety and crowd control’ at British football grounds, and Scraton compounds 

the potency of this through taking the view that Hillsborough was ‘as inevitable as it was 

shocking’.44 Once again, considering the lengthy process of enacting the Safety of Sports 

Grounds Bill, the aforementioned dismissal of previous inquiries into crowd behaviour and the 

reluctance towards transforming terrace enclosures into all-seated stands, we may speculate 

that had Ibrox sparked a greater sense of urgency amongst both the authorities and the 

Government, Hillsborough may have been prevented.  Furthermore, Jhones argues that despite 

the horrors that occurred in Glasgow in 1971, it took the ‘horrific scenes’ at Hillsborough to 

‘revolutionize attitudes towards safety’.45 Indeed, Hillsborough has reformed attitudes towards 

safety to an overwhelming degree. Over the last 30 years, British football has seen an 

architectural shift to all-seated stadiums, the introduction of football banning orders on 

repeatedly offending Hooligan fans, and a transformation in the objectives of the Football 

Licencing Authority. Moreover, in 2014, the FLA became an independent body, re-branded as 

the ‘Sports Grounds Safety Authority’, and continues to abide by the precedent of the Green 

Guide today, with this most recently updated in 2018. Finally, we may objectively argue that 

Crowd Safety at British football games is most certainly not an issue of the past. As 

acknowledged by current Minister for Sport Mims Davies in February 2019, despite 

 
44 P. Scraton, ‘Hillsborough: The Truth’, Mainstream Publishing, (Edinburgh, 1999), p.240  
45 M. Jhones, p.148 
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undergoing vast commercialisation, Football continues to be ‘our national game’, and the 

wellbeing of live football spectators in the present day is just as important as it was almost five 

decades ago. 46 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
46  (HC), ‘Sport in the UK’, 04/02/2019, cc.88-133, col.98 
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“Forty Million Infected People is a F*cking Plague, and Nobody Acts as If It Is”: How 

the Reagan Administration’s Relationship with the Evangelical Vote Affected its 

Response to the AIDS Crisis 

Niamh Mangan 

 

Introduction  

“History will recall, Reagan did the least of all” has come to epitomise the Reagan 

administration's role in the AIDS crisis of the 1980s. As activist Larry Kramer articulated it, 

even during the epidemic, the AIDS crisis was treated with indifference, complacency, and 

apathy by those in power.1 Although this narrative of neglect and withdrawal is significant in 

understanding the crisis, it is also a simplification. The Reagan administration did not produce 

one, single response to the epidemic. The response of the administration changed overtime as 

understandings of the disease became more nuanced and political opportunities arose. These 

responses were dependent on a multitude of factors, one such factor being the relationship the 

administration held with the newly formed Evangelical vote. 

  

This relationship will be examined with regards to how it impacted the Reagan administration’s 

response to the AIDS crisis. These developments will be tracked and understood through 

statements made by the administration itself, focusing on periodical changes from 1981 to 

1987. It will be argued that the Reagan administration responded in three ways; a moral 

response, a delayed response, and a disingenuous response.   

  

 
1 Larry Kramer‘s “Plague” Speech, AIDS Forum, New York, 1991.  

Initially, the administration ignored the medical aspects of the crisis and instead focused on 

moral issues surrounding the epidemic. This response catered to Evangelical voters, who 

condemned homosexuality and were concerned with the upkeep of traditional values. The 

outbreak of the epidemic was overshadowed by the disease's association with homosexuality, 

which the administration used to justify its silence on the matter. Secondly, the mid-1980s saw 

significant development in the federal response to the crisis after AIDS had become 

heterosexualised, and therefore permittable to address. The administration produced a delayed 

response to the AIDS crisis, waiting four years before publicly addressing it. Reagan endorsed 

the stance of Evangelical conservatives, tailoring the administration's response to coincide with 

a 'traditional values' framework. Finally, the administration's public response to the crisis can 

be characterised as disingenuous. The administration was not fully committed to solving the 

AIDS crisis, continually underfunding research and refusing to implement recommended 

policies. The relationship with the Evangelical bloc meant that policies which would have been 

beneficial for those suffering were dismissed because the administration prioritised pleasing 

Evangelical voters. The Evangelical vote held a position of influence over the administration 

and was subsequently considered of higher importance by the administration when responding 

to the AIDS crisis, rather than those suffering in the epidemic.  

  

With regards to historiography, there is a gap to fill when looking at the history of the AIDS 

crisis. As with most queer history, the AIDS crisis is an understudied period with the majority 

of academia originating from activists rather than academics. Many works from the time of the 

crisis in the 1980s, such as that of Stafford, are largely subject to victim blaming and theories 

of contagion.2 Works of the time such as Shilts' 'And the Band Played On,' focus heavily on 

narrative and discuss federal response as purely political with little reference to religious or 

 
2 J. M. Stafford, Homosexuality and Education (Manchester University Press, 1988), p. 28-29.   
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cultural factors. However, works produced by historians like Altman began to discuss the role 

of the media in the epidemic as well as the relationship between Reagan and the Evangelical 

Right. The period gained more attention in the 1990s with the rise of feminist scholarship and 

queer theory, which brought more intersectional approaches into how AIDS was understood.3 

In more contemporary scholarship, the role of the Christian Right has gained greater attention 

with the works of Domke and Coe in 'The God Strategy', and Petro's 'After the Wrath of God', 

both of which discuss the political techniques used in harnessing the 'religious' vote. However, 

despite the strides queer history has made it cannot go unacknowledged that there is an 

opportunity to narrow down these broader trends in the history of the AIDS crisis. With regards 

to the politicisation of conservative Evangelicals, there is a political relationship with the 

Reagan administration to be explored and deepen understandings of what role this played in 

the AIDS crisis. 

 

For Evangelicals, the end of the 1970s was a period of increasing political participation and 

affiliation with the Republican party. Previously, Evangelicals were relatively apolitical, albeit 

with some democratic leanings.4 As a social group Evangelicals had very low levels of voter 

registration: 20% lower than the national average.5 This trend began to change towards the 

latter part of the 1970s due to drastic social change, and the political organisation of 

Evangelical leaders such as Billy Graham and Jerry Falwell.  Evangelicals, like the majority of 

the Christian Right, perceived the social changes of the 1970s such as legalised abortion and 

LGBTQ+ rights as moral threats to the “traditional values” of America.6 For Evangelicals, 

 
3 J. Capo Jr, ‘HIV/AIDS and U.S. History’, Journal of American History, Vol. 104 (2017), pp. 431-460.  
4 M. Schaller, Right Turn: American Life in the Reagan-Bush Era, 1980-1992 (Oxford University Press, 2007), 
p.158.  
5 Calvin Skaggs, David Van Taylor (dir.), With God on Our Side: George W. Bush and the Rise of the Religious 
Right in America (Lumiere Productions, 2004) 1 hour 40 min.  
6 A. M. Petro, After the Wrath of God: AIDS, Sexuality, and American Religion (Oxford University Press, 2015), 
p. 8.  

these issues culminated to create a “great deal of fear about the loss of some kind of Christian 

nation.”'7 Evangelical leaders used this anxiety about the moral health of America not only to 

enhance support for the church, but also to mobilise support for political organisation. The idea 

of moral degeneracy was a powerful tool for Evangelical leaders and became central to a 

variety of Evangelical, political organisations.   

  

The founding of the Moral Majority in 1979 embodied much of these moral concerns. Created 

to align Evangelical Christianity with conservative Republicanism, Falwell encouraged 

Evangelicals that “it is no sin to vote.”8 As leader of the Moral Majority, Falwell emphasised 

a need for “strong moral leadership at every level”: a return “back to values, back to biblical 

morality, back to sensibility.”9  With voter registration drives, political rallies, and media 

attention, the Moral Majority registered 8.5 million voters in 5 years.10 Falwell encouraged the 

notion that political participation was a “divine mandate,” giving conservative Evangelicals 

permission to fight for laws that will “save America.”11  

  

Similar groups such as Focus on the Family and the Family Research Council gave legitimacy 

and support to the Moral Majority’s political philosophy. By adopting the position of a defence 

of ‘family values’ these organisations were able to present a political stance that resonated with 

traditionally conservative Evangelicals. Not only had Evangelical leaders become politicised, 

but conservative political strategists made conscious efforts to capitalise on ‘unclaimed' 

 
7 J. Fea, ‘Religion and Right-Wing Politics: How Evangelicals Reshaped Elections’, New York Times (28 Oct. 
2018).  
8 ‘Falwell Quits as Moral Majority Head’, New York Times (4 Nov. 1987).  
9 J. Falwell, Listen, America! The Conservative Blueprint for America’s Moral Rebirth (Doubleday, 1980) pp. 
172.  
10 K. W. Thompson, ‘Religion and Politics in the United States: An Overview’, The Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 483 (1986). p. 18.  
11 J. Falwell, How You Can Help Clean Up America (Liberty Publishing Company, 1981), pp. 6-14.  
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Evangelical votes. It did not go unnoticed that there was an electoral opportunity with a newly 

politicised group. Strategists such as Blackwell admitted that Republicans were determined to 

affiliate with the Evangelical vote, aligning with their “traditional” beliefs.12 The culmination 

of Evangelical political leadership and Republican campaigning efforts meant that “political 

action was no longer taboo- it was essential.”13  

  

The Moralised Response  

  

One way to characterise the Reagan administration's response to the AIDS crisis is as a moral 

epidemic. The administration ignored legitimate medical concerns, choosing to highlight the 

moral issues of the crisis instead, thereby abdicating any responsibility to address it. Such 

attempts to dismiss the seriousness of the crisis can be seen in a press briefing in 1982, in which 

Deputy Press Secretary Larry Speaks jokes about the disease:  

Q: Larry, does the President have any reaction to the announcement—the Centre for 

Disease Control's in Atlanta, that AIDS is now an epidemic and have over 600 cases?  

MR. SPEAKES: What's AIDS?  

Q: Over a third of them have died. It's known as "gay plague." (Laughter.) No, it is. I 

mean it's a pretty serious thing that one in every three people that get this have died.  

And I wondered if the President is aware of it? MR. 

SPEAKES: I don't have it. Do you? (Laughter.) Q: 

No, I don't.  

 
12 Blackwell, With God.  
13 S. Dowland, Family Values and the Rise of the Christian Right (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), p. 20.  

MR. SPEAKES: You didn't answer my question.  

Q: Well, I just wondered, does the President— MR. 

SPEAKES: How do you know? (Laughter.)  

Q: In other words, the White House looks on this as a great joke?  

MR. SPEAKES: No, I don't know anything about it, Lester. 

Q: Does the President, does anybody in the White House know about this epidemic, 

Larry? 

MR. SPEAKES: I don't think so. I don't think there's been any— 

Q: Nobody knows?14  

  

Speaks suggests that the administration did not consider the CDC's announcement as a serious 

concern, instead, focusing on the homosexual aspect of the report. Later in the interaction 

Speaks suggested "the gays [should] cut down on their cruising" and ignored any further 

questions, referring to them as "fairy tales."15 Although such a response is often dismissed as 

symptomatic of widespread homophobia at the time, the very real motivations behind these 

statements cannot be overlooked. The administration found the homosexual aspect of the 

disease more important than the medical emergency itself, and so allowed it to continue 

unchallenged.  

 

Despite claims by Speaks that the administration was not aware of the AIDS crisis in October 

1982, the issue had already been discussed multiple times. In April 1982, congressman Henry 

 
14 White House Press Briefing (15th Oct. 1982).  
15 White House Press Briefing (15th Oct. 1982).  
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Waxman called a hearing on the outbreak after 337 reported cases and 130 deaths.16 Similarly, 

in September of 1982, a resolution to allocate funding for AIDS research had been brought to 

and rejected by Congress. The CDC, as a federal agency under the Department of Health and 

Human Services, had been petitioning for more funding since 1981 for its AIDS task force.15 

Although the epidemic featured in many media outlets including the New York Times, the 

administration denied any knowledge of it. By ignoring the crisis, the administration demoted 

the severity of the issue and drew attention away from the medical aspects of the disease.  

  

This denialism was intentional and strategic. Altman argues several measures were taken to 

“prevent too close an identification of the administration with AIDS.”17 Altman maintains that 

the Reagan administration deliberately ignored the outbreak of the AIDS crisis and catered to 

the religious right’s “agendas of moral control.” He suggests that the administration down-

played the health emergency, fostering the idea that AIDS was a “gay issue,” meaning a 

response to the disease would be perceived as a response to “special interests.” Such attempts 

to minimise the urgency of the crisis soon became a “general attitude of neglect,” which 

allowed the administration to stay silent.18 

Academics such as Petro have argued that the AIDS crisis was first and foremost a moral 

epidemic. Petro argues that the administration was complicit in trivialising gay health and 

dismissed the necessity of a federal response, as “gay lives were of limited value to an imagined 

'American Public.’”19 Similarly, Fitzpatrick and Milligan suggest that Reagan's administration 

 
16 C. Kaiser, The Gay Metropolis: The Landmark History of Gay Life in America (Grove Press, 2016), pp. 132. 
15 D. Altman, AIDS and the New Puritanism (Pluto Press, 1986), p.3.  
17 Ibid, p. 118.  
18 Ibid, p. 184.  
19 Petro, Wrath, p. 2.  

allowed right-wing politicians and moralists to use the homosexual association of AIDS to 

“whip up prejudice against the gays” and sanction “anti-homosexual hysteria.”20 AIDS became  

“tailor-made for western moralists” to skilfully exploit fears amongst the rest of society.21  

  

Increasing queer visibility in the decade allowed for “some very nasty scapegoating” as seen 

in the responses of groups such as the Moral Majority.22 In 1981, Moral Majority leader Jerry 

Falwell wrote that the gay revolution would “bring the Judgement of God upon this nation,” 

supporting the organisation's stance that homosexuality is a symptom of moral degeneracy.23 

In this sense, AIDS would “provide a Godsend” to conservative moralists who sought to protect 

traditional values.24  

  

The Evangelical vote is key to understanding why the administration neglected the crisis in 

these first years. The administration wanted to cater to the Evangelical vote after winning the 

election, and so did not want to be perceived as endorsing homosexual lifestyles. Although the 

attitudes held by Evangelical political groups were not universal for all Evangelicals, few 

counter voices were present in a period “swept by conservatism,” and fewer rivalled the moral 

epidemic narratives perpetuated by the likes of the Moral Majority.25 The administration could 

not alienate the Evangelical bloc, of which two-thirds voted for Reagan.26 In response to a 

question on the relationship of the administration to the Evangelical bloc, Reagan stated "I will 

not separate myself from the people who elected us," a statement largely upheld in his first 

 
20 M. Fitzpatrick, D. Milligan, The Truth About the AIDS Panic (Junius Publications, 1987), p. 8. 
21 Ibid.  
22 Altman, AIDS, p. 13.  
23 J. Falwell, Keeping Old Time Gospel Hour on Air (13th August 1981).  
24 Altman, AIDS, p. 13.  
25 National Research Council, The Social Impact of AIDS in the United States (National Academy of Sciences, 
1993), p. 130.  
26 A. J. Reichley, ‘Religion and Political Realignment’, The Brookings Review, Vol. 3 (1984), p. 30.  
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term. 27 The pressure to cater to conservative Evangelicals meant that the administration did 

not want to stray from the traditional values platform that had won Reagan's first election and 

retained conservative support.  

 

This political strategy guided how the administration would respond to the outbreak, or rather, 

how it would not respond. Amplifying the moral dimensions of the epidemic allowed the 

administration to ignore the urgency and severity of the crisis as it broke out. The 

administration could justify remaining silent on these issues as conservatives did not believe 

'invisible groups' warranted a federal response.  

  

The Delayed Response  

Another important characterisation of the Reagan administration's response to the epidemic can 

be seen in 1985 when Reagan finally addresses the AIDS crisis. After four years of silence on 

the crisis and approximately 5,636 deaths, pressure from gay activist groups and media 

sensationalism forced the administration to talk about AIDS. 28  However, it would be a 

simplification to suggest that the administration did not have ulterior motives in waiting until 

1985 to produce a statement. AIDS had become 'heterosexualised' as diagnoses of 

heterosexuals and children grew. In this context, the Reagan administration could discuss AIDS 

without the political repercussions of endorsing ‘undesirable’ behaviours. This development 

can be seen in Reagan's first public statement on AIDS, in reference to the issue of children 

with AIDS attending school:  

  

 
27 R. Reagan, First President-Elect Victory Speech (4th November 1980).  
28 V.G. Daniels, AIDS: The Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (Springer Publishing, 2012), p. 5.  

"I also have compassion, as I think we all do, for the child that has this and doesn't know 

and can't have it explained to him why somehow he is now an outcast […] It is true that 

some medical sources had said that this cannot be communicated in any way other than 

the ones we already know […] and yet medicine has not come forth unequivocally and 

said, "This we know for a fact, that it is safe." And until they do, I think we just have 

to do the best we can with this problem. I can understand both sides of it."29  

  

Unlike the administration's first response in 1982, this response is far more sympathetic. It is 

important to note that Reagan does acknowledge the reality that the epidemic carried huge 

stigma and marginalised involved groups. Even more important is that this issue took four years 

to acknowledge and only happened when 'innocent' people were involved. As argued by Petro, 

the AIDS crisis as a moral epidemic had a “hierarchy of victimhood” that placed children 

higher than “implicitly guilty” homosexuals.30 Whilst the perception of AIDS was 'tethered to 

a moral consequence' this association was not present when discussing children with AIDS. 

The victim-blaming culture that had epitomised early reactions became much harder to justify, 

even for Evangelical moralists.31  

  

The Evangelical perception of AIDS became more nuanced during this time, with a focus on 

promiscuity and contagion. Although the rhetoric of sexual immorality and the 'wrath of God' 

continued, condemnation of promiscuity became increasingly useful to understand the 

heterosexualised nature of the disease. Evangelical conservatives became more concerned with 

possible safe sex programs that would “accept infidelity, adultery, and perversion” with 

 
29 R. Reagan, The President’s News Conference (17th September 1985).  
30 Petro, Wrath, p. 2.  
31 National Research Council, Social Impact, p. 128.  
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political action directed towards opposing preventative education.32 Fear of contagion fuelled 

Evangelical politics and media sensationalism, as straight and young diagnoses proved “No 

one is safe from AIDS.”33 These layers of understanding were utilised by the administration to 

finally break its silence on the epidemic with the purpose of protecting heterosexual, and 

therefore, innocent people from contracting an 'undeserved' disease.  

 

Even in this statement, Reagan encouraged fears of contagion by stating that it is not “known 

for a fact” that close contact with people with AIDS is safe. Yet, transmission by casual contact 

had been publicly ruled out by the CDC two years prior.34 The administration tailored its 

response to the crisis to disassociate from homosexual AIDS and focus on heterosexual AIDS, 

which proved more palatable. Fear of contagion proved to be a unifying issue that was 

acceptable to conservative Republican voters and Evangelical political actors.  This difference 

in approach can be seen in a statement from the Reagan administration at a News conference 

shortly after speaking on the AIDS epidemic for the first time: 

 

"I have been supporting it for more than four years now. It's been one of the top 

priorities with us, and over the last four years, and including what we have in the budget 

for '86, it will amount to over a half a billion dollars that we have provided for research 

on AIDS in addition to what I'm sure other medical groups are doing… So, this is a top 

priority."35  

  

 
32Ibid, p. 135.  
33 No One Is Safe From Aids, Life (July 1985).  
34 CDC, Current Trends Update: AIDS (2nd September 1983).  
35 R. Reagan, The President’s News Conference (17th September 1985).  

After the image of AIDS had been adapted for a conservative audience, the administration 

allowed AIDS research to be included in the federal budget. This gesture only became 

politically viable for the administration after the disease became heterosexualised and began to 

affect children. Despite the Reagan administration's reluctance to request funds from Congress 

for AIDS research in the past, small amounts for AIDS research were budgeted after 

heterosexualisation. 36 However, this public declaration of support came four years after the 

epidemic began and thousands of lives had already been lost.  

 

Despite Reagan's public statements, his efforts were delayed and specifically targeted to appeal 

to a religiously conservative voter base. This change in policy was not necessarily a response 

to the epidemic itself, but rather a response to the heterosexual and children's diagnoses. This 

inaction for this first four years of the crisis highlights how the disease was only taken seriously 

after it had been heterosexualised, thereby protecting conservative support for the 

administration.   

  

The Disingenuous Response  

Such a delayed response questions the genuineness and commitment of the administration. The 

Reagan administration did very little to live up to the political rhetoric of the President and 

continued to resist genuine leadership with regards to health policy and research 

commitments.37 The President's budgetary commitments to AIDS research in 1985 were seen 

as "not being nearly enough at this stage to go forward and really attack the problem" by leading 

 
36 E. Fee, AIDS: The Burdens of History (University of California Press, 1988), p. 327.  
37 Ibid, 340.  
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scientists of the National Cancer Institute. 38  Reagan's answer that despite budgetary 

constraints, the proposed amount would have a “vital contribution,” can be critiqued.39  

  

Despite Reagan's statements to the public, this was not enough money to address the crisis. The 

Reagan administration had previously cut the CDC's budget by 50% along with a host of other 

budgetary cutbacks in the health sector, and consistently proposed lower budgets. 40  Although 

statements by the administration claimed to make AIDS "public health enemy number one," 

there was little fiscal evidence of this. 41 As highlighted by Shilts, Congress continually had to 

“force-feed” AIDS funding to a reluctant Reagan administration while the federal response was 

adamant AIDS was of the highest priority.42 The recommendations of AIDS experts were 

ignored, federal research not co-ordinated, and the administration's response deemed “woefully 

inadequate” by leading AIDS researchers. 43  Altman's argument that the administration 

produced a 'half-hearted' response finds support in the lack of commitment to AIDS funding.40. 

 

This lack of commitment can also be seen in the administration's response to prevention 

campaigns and safe sex programs. Although the Reagan administration eventually allows 

sexual health education as a means to prevent the spread of the disease, this was produced 

within a moral framework which endorsed conservative attitudes towards sex. As evident in a 

statement by the President in 1987:  

  

"The Federal role must be to give educators accurate information about the disease…  

 
38 R. Reagan, The President’s New Conference (17th September 1985). 
39 Ibid.  
40 Kaiser, Gay Metropolis, p. 287.  
41 Altman, AIDS, p. 29.  
42 R. Shilts, And the Band Played On (St. Martin’s Press, 1987), p. 580. 
43 Ibid. 

But let's be honest with ourselves. AIDS information cannot be what some call "value 

neutral." After all, when it comes to preventing AIDS, don't medicine and morality 

teach the same lessons?" 44 

  

As with most other wedge issues, when it came to sex education, the Reagan administration 

catered to a conservative audience who would support a “vision of America grounded in faith 

and morality.”45 The administration was resistant to sexual health information that could be 

deemed “value neutral,” meaning medical information without moral prescriptions. The most 

notable instance of such resistance came with the controversial publication of the Koop Report. 

In 1986 Surgeon General Koop issued a report on the AIDS crisis which included sexual health 

information “uncorrupted by AIDSpeak,” “stripped of politics,” and in “purely public health 

terms.”46 The White House did not authorise this report before it was printed and was not 

endorsed by Reagan. This report was negatively received by Republicans and conservative 

voters alike, evident in their calls for Koop's resignation. This unprecedented change in policy 

was not supported by the administration, who attempted to moralise sexual education.   

  

Reagan repeatedly assured conservatives that "AIDS education or any aspect of sex education 

will not be value-neutral" and heavily promoted the belief of Evangelical conservatives that 

certain medical suggestions (use of protection) would encourage promiscuity. Evangelical 

groups such as the Southern Baptist Convention sought to infuse “biblical standards of decency 

and morality” into sex education concerning AIDS and opposed programs that did not strictly 

support chastity before marriage.47 The Moral Majority had a history of attempts to ban sex 

 
44 R. Reagan, statement at Members of the College of Physicians Luncheon (1st April 1987). 
45 D. Domke, K. Coe, The God Strategy: How Religion Became a Political Weapon in America (Oxford 
University Press, 2008), p. 6.  
46 Shilts, And the Band Played On, p. 588.  
47 Domke, Coe, Strategy, p. 6-22.  
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education in schools, which Falwell suggested would be "endorsing [a] vulgar, perverted, and 

reprobate lifestyle."48 The administration did not follow recommendations of AIDS experts for 

fear of alienating conservative supporters, opting instead to support sex education that followed 

Christian attitudes, depriving young people of the information needed to prevent transmission.   

  

The administration was not fully committed to fighting the AIDS crisis, and instead held a 

stance that was politically comfortable for conservative voters, including the Evangelical bloc. 

The administration deliberately did not follow any recommended policy changes that would 

prove controversial to Evangelical voters and often advocated for changes that were 

detrimental to efforts to solve the crisis - such as opposing research funding and safe sex 

programs. Much of the administration's reforms were political solutions to political problems 

and were not genuine attempts to help those suffering.  

  

Conclusion  

  

A deeper analysis of the Reagan administration's statement on the AIDS crisis provides insight 

into how the federal response developed throughout the epidemic, and what factors drove these 

changes. The influence with which conservative Evangelicals had over the administration 

guided how it responded to this epidemic. The administration wanted to protect its electoral 

support and so responded to the AIDS crisis in ways that would not threaten the traditional 

values framework, with which Reagan had campaigned. The administration treated AIDS as a 

moral epidemic in order to ignore the severity of the outbreak and avoid supposedly 'endorsing' 

homosexuality. This response did change after AIDS was heterosexualised and federal policy 

 
48 J. Falwell in National Research Council, Social Impact, p. 131.  

mimicked Evangelical attitudes of the time with regards to sexual health and fear of contagion. 

The lack of support for an 'immoral' disease like AIDS meant that the administration did not 

want to commit itself to solving the crisis, thus producing a superficial and disingenuous 

response. The Evangelical vote was catered to by the Reagan administration who prioritised 

their support and “played politics above the health of the American people.”49  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
49 Shilts, And the Band Played On, p. 595.  
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A Comparison of Margaret Thatcher’s and Ronald Reagan’s visions of enterprise 

culture 

Eliza Phibbs 

 

Thatcher’s and Reagan’s tenures as Prime Minister and President respectively, have garnered 

substantial coverage by historians and contemporary commentators alike. Traditionally, 

historians have drawn attention to the similarities in the visions of the two politicians and they 

are often written of in conjunction due to their ‘commonality of many critical interests’ and the 

‘quality and intensity of their personal rapport’.1 However, more recently, a new body of 

literature has emerged led by historians like James Cooper who assert, ‘the common features 

of the New Right in the United States and Britain have been overplayed’.2  In terms of their 

visions of enterprise culture, Thatcher and Reagan enacted broadly similar economic and 

political programmes inspired by neoliberal principles which called for the extension of market 

rationality beyond the realm of the economy.3 However, this essay will engage with more 

recent historiography in arguing that Thatcher’s and Reagan’s visions of enterprise culture 

were distinct in their strictly national character. In order to substantiate this distinction, a 

definition of enterprise culture is required. The term enterprise culture presents a theoretical 

challenge because, as Paul Morris aptly notes, ‘enterprise culture has been a dynamic concept, 

having a series of meanings’.4 However, it is widely accepted that visions of enterprise culture 

in both Britain and the United States in the 1980s were not limited to the sphere of economic 

policy.5 In the context of Thatcher and Reagan, enterprise culture involves a vision for political, 

 
1 S. Treharne, Reagan and Thatcher’s Special Relationship: Latin America and Anglo-American Relations 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015) p1 
2 J. Cooper, ‘I must brief you on the mistakes: When Ronald Reagan met Margaret Thatcher, February 25-28, 
1981’, Journal of Policy History, Vol. 26, Issue 2 (2014) p277 
3 C. Hay, Why We Hate Politics (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007) p97 
4 P. Morris, ‘Freeing the Spirit of Enterprise: The Genesis and Development of the Concept of Enterprise 
Culture’, in R. Keat and N. Abercrombie (ed.), Enterprise Culture (Abingdon: Routledge, 1991) p21 
5 Morris, ‘Freeing the Spirit’ p21 



448 449

economic, but most crucially, cultural transformation for their countries. The significance of 

this cultural facet renders a study of policy alone insufficient for a comparison of the two 

politicians’ visions of enterprise culture. The roots of difference of Thatcher’s and Reagan’s 

visions do not lie in economics, but in the particular national contexts out of which they grew. 

Thus, having established the overarching similarities in the politicians’ political programmes, 

this essay will focus on the different challenges, values and cultures that Thatcher and Reagan 

faced on their assumption of office. Further, it will examine how Thatcher and Reagan 

embedded their separate national histories into their rhetoric surrounding enterprise culture. 

Finally, a deconstruction of Thatcher’s and Reagan’s model enterprising citizen will reveal 

how central nationalistic characteristics were to their different visions of enterprise culture. 

Although Thatcher and Reagan favoured a similar approach to economic policy, they worked 

within the framework of their distinct national cultures and pitching their visions to distinct 

national audiences. Thus, their visions of enterprise culture were intrinsically welded to their 

markedly different national climates. 

  Richard Aldous describes recent scholarship on the Thatcher-Reagan relationship as a 

‘game-changing event’ and suggests that the relationship between the two leaders needs to be 

reassessed as their programmes were not as similar as traditional historiography claims.6 

Certainly, an assumption that the policy visions of the two governments were interchangeable 

is misguided. Indeed, Thatcher’s first visit to the United States after Reagan’s inauguration was 

somewhat marred by the bad press her recent economic policy of ‘monetarism as a doctrine’ 

had received in the US.7 However, Thatcher and Reagan’s approach to achieving their 

respective visions of enterprise culture was broadly similar. The policies of the Thatcher and 

 
6 R. Aldous, ‘James Cooper, Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan: A Very Political Special Relationship’, 
Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 49, No. 4 (2014) p873 
7 N. Henderson, ‘Diary Entry: Mrs Thatcher’s Visit to Washington and New York’ 25th-28th February’, 
Margaret Thatcher Foundation (Washington: 25th February 1981) 

Reagan governments were both based on the fundamental principles of neoliberalism that 

demanded a weakening of the power of federal government and the removal of constraints 

imposed by regulation.8 Both Thatcher and Reagan revealed their commitment to these 

principles through a range of neoliberal policies. In his first budget proposal of 1981, Reagan 

passed a plan to cut federal spending by $35 billion.9 This thinking was shared by Thatcher 

who had proposed similar government cuts in 1979 aimed at reducing inflation.10 They also 

both sought to privatise industry: Thatcher privatised British Aerospace, British Telecom and 

British Gas and after his inauguration Reagan followed suit privatising both American 

Telephone and the Telegraph Corporation.11 Both the Thatcher and Reagan administrations 

also revealed a commitment to substantial deregulation.12 Thus, Thatcher and Reagan followed 

a similar model in trying to achieve their vision of enterprise culture. However, a close study 

of the two leaders’ economic policy is not the most lucrative point of comparison when 

analysing their respective visions of enterprise culture. As Colin Gray establishes, enterprise 

culture is constructed of much more than economic policy.13 Therefore, despite similarities in 

their economic policy, greater weight must be granted to other facets of their vision of 

enterprise culture. 

  In order to understand both Thatcher’s and Reagan’s visions of enterprise culture, they 

must be located within their separate national contexts. In Britain and the US, enterprise culture 

was conceived as a reaction to existing circumstances. It is widely accepted that the political 

and economic climate of the two nations presented different challenges. However, the nature 

 
8 Hay, Hate Politics, p97 
9 R. Collins, Transforming America: politics and culture in the Reagan years (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2009) p72 
10 D. Hale, ‘Thatcher and Reagan: Different Roads to Recession’, Financial Analysts Journal, Vol. 37, No. 6 
(1981) p61 
11 R. Turner, Neo-Liberal Ideology: History, Concepts and Policies (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2011) p12 
12 For Reagan see Collins, Transforming America, p68; for Thatcher see Turner, Neo-Liberal Ideology, p12 
13 C. Gray, Enterprise and Culture (London: Routledge, 2002) p5 



450 451

of the difference remains a point of contention. Gil Troy contends that the only real difference 

was one of scale: he argues that Britain was facing the same problems as the US, but they were 

of a larger magnitude due to a ‘much more elaborate and entrenched’ welfare state and ‘many 

more’ unions.14 Troy’s assertion can certainly be corroborated as much of Thatcher’s early 

actions were aimed at nullifying trade union opposition and breaking down the welfare state. 

Indeed, in her first year in office Thatcher introduced one of her most notorious policies: The 

Right to Buy scheme which attacked the welfare state’s provision of council housing.15 This 

difference in scale influenced constructions of enterprise culture as it informed the magnitude 

of the enterprise project. However, it was not the scale of their national challenges that created 

the greatest point of divergence in Thatcher’s and Reagan’s visions of enterprise culture. 

Britain and the US were not only facing different political and economic challenges, they also 

hosted vastly different national cultures where different values were upheld. The extent of the 

cultural gulf between the two nations is evident in reading Reagan’s White House briefings. In 

1981, after Thatcher visited the White House, Reagan’s National Security Advisor, Richard 

Allen, advised that Thatcher had ‘lost her grip’ and questioned Britain’s ‘reliability as a US 

ally’.16 Allen’s critique of Thatcher’s leadership implies that the political and economic climate 

in Britain did not align with the situation in the US. Further, the suggestion that Britain might 

not be a suitable ally implies that this divergence spread into the cultural sphere. For the Anglo-

American relationship to come under fire, Allen questions whether the fundamental values of 

the nations are too different. Here, Rachel Turner’s analysis of the different national contexts 

offers a useful insight. Turner argues that in Britain, a vision of enterprise culture was largely 

formed in pursuit of a return to ‘the 19th century classical liberal era of free trade’, whereas in 

 
14 G. Troy, The Reagan Revolution: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009) p68 
15 M. Francis, ‘ ‘A Crusade to Enfranchise the Many’: Thatcherism and the ‘Property-Owning Democracy’’, 
Twentieth Century British History, Vol. 23, Issue 2 (2011) p284 
16 R. Allen, ‘Memo for President Reagan: Britain Drifts’, Margaret Thatcher Foundation (Washington: 31st July 
1981)  

the US ‘the principle line of reasoning was the defence and preservation of freedom’.17 Turner’s 

argument is invaluable in its implication that the two visions of enterprise culture were inspired 

by and constructed for different cultures built on different national histories. Although the 

actual policies enacted by the Thatcher and Reagan governments followed the same broad 

neoliberal programme, their visions of enterprise culture were conceived within existing, and 

distinct, national cultures.  

  The significance of national context in constructing Thatcher and Reagan’s separate 

visions of enterprise culture is also evident in the rhetoric employed by the two politicians. For 

the purposes of this analysis, Raman Seldon’s definition of rhetoric as ‘the ways in which the 

truth claims of particular discourses are underpinned by the silent endorsement and privileging 

of certain terms and concepts’ will be employed.18 This definition allows for an unpicking of 

the particular narratives used by Thatcher and Reagan to sell their visions of enterprise culture. 

Peter Jenkins asserts that Thatcher’s 1979 campaign rhetoric promised ‘a cultural counter-

revolution’.19 Certainly, the goal of changing societal attitudes underpinned much of Thatcher’s 

discussion of enterprise. Thatcher saw enterprise culture as inciting changes in political and 

economic structures, but also in cultural ones. On Thatcher’s first visit to the US post Reagan’s 

inauguration in 1981 she spoke of ‘releasing people’s energies’,20 and five years later in an 

interview for the Sunday Telegraph again endorsed cultural change when stressing the 

necessity of a ‘reinvigoration of the spirit’.21 However, as a contemporary commentator, 

Jenkins lacks the perspective for a wholistic analysis of Thatcher’s rhetoric. Although he was 

only writing five years later, Morris’ account offers a more focused analysis. Morris argues 

 
17 Turner, Neo-Liberal Ideology, p11 
18 R. Seldon, ‘The Rhetoric of Enterprise’, in R. Keat and N. Abercrombie (ed.), Enterprise Culture (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 1991) p58 
19 P. Jenkins, Mrs Thatcher’s Revolution (London: Pan Books Ltd, 1989) p77 
20 British Broadcasting Corporation, ‘Ronald Reagan meets Margaret Thatcher in 1981’, BBC historical archive 
(Washington: 25th February 1981) 
21 G. Turner, ‘Interview with Margaret Thatcher for the Sunday Telegraph’, Margaret Thatcher Foundation 
(Chequers: 19th July 1986) 
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that Thatcher’s rhetoric surrounding enterprise culture showed a ‘concern for fostering national 

values and maintaining national heritage’.22 Thatcher’s project to ‘reinvigorate’ spirit was 

firmly tied to her conception of national values: she did not simply desire a release of ‘people’s 

energies’ but a release of British energies. The nationalistic nature of Thatcher’s rhetoric is 

made particularly clear in her repeated privileging of the concept of ‘Victorian values’. When 

questioned on her commitment to the term by Brian Walden in a TV interview in 1983, she 

asserted that Victorian values ‘were the values when our country became great’.23 She stood 

firmly by this sentiment: in her memoirs published ten years later, she reiterated that ‘I had a 

great regard for the Victorians’.24 Thatcher’s rhetoric surrounding her vision of enterprise 

culture was steeped in national history. Thatcher sold enterprise culture not only as complying 

with national values, but as representing a return to a ‘golden age’ in the history of Britain. 

This overtly ‘British’ vision of enterprise culture draws a clear line of distinction with Reagan’s 

vision for the US in its inherently nationalistic character. 

  A deconstruction of Reagan’s rhetoric reveals that his vision of enterprise culture was 

also deeply nationalistic. Troy writes that Reagan’s rhetoric was rooted ‘in the rich soil of 

American history nurtured by enduring wellsprings of American values’.25 Certainly, Reagan 

made frequent use of American history in his speeches. Seventeen years prior to his presidency 

in his celebrated speech, ‘A Time for Choosing’, Reagan declared ‘I think it’s time we ask 

ourselves if we still know the freedoms that were intended for us by the Founding Fathers’.26 

Reference to the Founding Fathers became a frequent trope of Reagan’s speeches: twenty years 

later as President Reagan spoke enthusiastically of ‘those who created our country – The 

 
22 Morris, ‘Freeing the Spirit’ p23 
23 B. Walden, ‘Margaret Thatcher TV Interview for London Weekend Television Weekend World’, Margaret 
Thatcher Foundation (London: 16th January 1983) 
24 M. Thatcher, The Downing Street Years (London: Harper Collins Publishers, 1993) p627 
25 Troy, Reagan Revolution, p54 
26 R. Reagan, ‘A Time for Choosing’, Ronald Reagan Library Archive (Los Angeles: 27th October 1964) 

Founding Fathers and Mothers’.27 However, the power of Reagan’s rhetoric was not simply in 

inspiring nationalistic nostalgia, but in tying that nostalgia firmly to his vision of enterprise 

culture. In his work on Christians’ relationship to Reagan, Eric Crouse writes that 

‘Conservative Christians embraced and tapped into the traditional American values of 

individual opportunity, personal responsibility, and human freedom – all themes they believed 

were front and centre in Reaganomics’.28 In referencing America’s conception in his speeches, 

Reagan wove together his vision of enterprise culture and the supposed values of liberty and 

opportunity on which the country was founded. This rhetoric did not only prove to be powerful 

to a Christian audience. Indeed, in his first inaugural address of 1981 Reagan made sure to 

preserve the connection he had forged between America’s founding values and his own vision 

of enterprise culture. He asserted: ‘we, as Americans, have the capacity now, as we have had 

in the past, to do whatever needs to be done to preserve this last and greatest bastion of 

freedom’.29 Reagan ingrained concepts of American patriotism into his rhetoric and in doing 

so, painted his vision of enterprise culture to be profoundly American.  

  These distinctively ‘British’ and ‘American’ visions of enterprise culture are 

particularly visible in a deconstruction of Thatcher’s and Reagan’s respective conceptions of a 

model enterprising citizen. In introducing their edited volume, The Values of the Enterprise 

Culture, Paul Heelas and Paul Morris emphasize that for Thatcher’s enterprise culture 

‘individuals, themselves, must acquire the values associated with the culture’.30 This argument 

that enterprise culture hinged on individual citizens can also be applied to Reagan’s vision: in 

 
27 R. Reagan, ‘Remarks at an Ecumenical Prayer Breakfast in Dallas, Texas’, Ronald Reagan Foundation 
(Texas: 23rd August 1984)  

 
28 E. Crouse, The Cross and Reaganomics: Conservative Christians Defending Ronald Reagan (Maryland: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2015) p1 
29 R. Reagan, ‘First Inaugural Address’, Ronald Reagan Foundation (Washington: 20th January 1981) 
30 P. Heelas and P. Morris, ‘Introduction’, in P. Heelas and P. Morris (ed.), The Values of Enterprise Culture 
(London: Routledge, 1992) p3 
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1981 Reagan announced that ‘entrepreneurs…sustain our national life’.31 However, the values 

to which a model citizen was to aspire within Thatcher’s and Reagan’s vision of enterprise 

culture were vastly different. Jenkins writes that for Thatcher ‘economic regeneration and 

moral regeneration were to go hand in hand’.32 An enterprising individual in Britain was to see 

their involvement in an enterprise culture as a moral undertaking, where their individualistic 

commitment to productivity was profoundly righteous. In a speech to a Conservative rally in 

Edinburgh in 1987 Thatcher spoke of her model citizen, claiming ‘that person is laying the 

foundations not only of his own, but of his country’s prosperity. He is not, in my view, a 

materialist. He is the salt of the earth’.33 This person of whom Thatcher spoke is a modest 

hardworking businessman serving his family and nation through their commitment to 

enterprising ideals. Conversely, Reagan depicted the aspirations of enterprise not as moral, but 

as deserved. In his inaugural speech Reagan inspired individuals to engage with enterprise 

culture in declaring, ‘we have every right to dream heroic dreams’. Later in the same speech 

he clarifies what those ‘heroic dreams’ entail, in claiming that ‘your dreams, your hopes, your 

goals are going to be the dreams, the hopes, and the goals of this administration, so help me 

God’.34 Reagan’s model citizen was not modest or even moral, but a pioneering hero breaking 

frontiers in the pursuit of their dreams. These two models of a citizen that emerge in Thatcher’s 

and Reagan’s speeches are irreconcilable and reveal the two visions of enterprise culture to be 

constructed of individuals with fundamentally different values drawn from different national 

cultures.  

  The long-constructed narrative of Thatcher and Reagan working in harmony and 

striving towards their parallel visions of an enterprise culture cannot be dismissed as entirely 

 
31 Reagan, ‘First Inaugural Address’ 
32 Jenkins, Mrs Thatcher’s, p67 
33 M. Thatcher, ‘Speech to Conservative Rally’, Margaret Thatcher Foundation (Edinburgh: 2nd June 1987) 
34 Reagan, ‘First Inaugural Address’ 

erroneous. The visions of both these politicians grew out of the same school of neoliberal 

thinking that was rising to prominence in the 1980s. They had similar ideas surrounding 

economic policy and the role of government, both of which contributed to the visions they had 

for an enterprising society. However, an understanding of the two leaders’ visions of enterprise 

culture requires grounding in more than analysis of policy alone. Thatcher and Reagan were 

both attempting to implement great cultural change in nations with existing histories, values 

and norms. These distinctly national contexts not only dictated the borders of the two visions 

of enterprise culture, but also influenced how the leaders sold their visions. Gray writes that 

‘language…is central and fundamental to a nation’s culture’.35 Thatcher and Reagan were 

attempting to reconstruct their nation’s cultures and so the gravity of language cannot be 

overstated.  The rhetoric both leaders employed reflected the national heritage of their countries 

and spoke to traditional values embedded with a collective national psyche. The significance 

of national history to both Thatcher’s and Reagan’s visions of enterprise culture is reinforced 

by the figure they each chose to embody their ideals. Thatcher’s model citizen was a modest, 

hardworking figure drawn from the stereotype of a Victorian philanthropist. Conversely, 

Reagan’s enterprising individual was a frontier pioneer fulfilling his destiny laid out in the 

American Dream. Despite their similar governing principles, Thatcher and Reagan offered 

contrasting visions of enterprise culture which cannot be disentangled from the different 

nations in which they were constructed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
35 Gray, Enterprise, p1 
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The Bystander Paradigm: The Role of the UN and the International Community 

During the Siege of Sarajevo 

Amy Bretherton 

 

Bosnia and Herzegovina are multi-ethnic societies made up of Bosnian Muslims, Croats and 

Bosnian Serbs. On March 3, 1992, Bosnia declared its independence from the former 

Yugoslavia.1 This came after independence declarations in Slovenia and Croatia, which had 

sparked war in 1991. In September 1991 the United Nations Security Council had unanimously 

adopted an arms embargo on Yugoslavia which later inhibited the Bosnian Army’s ability to 

defend itself.2 In early April, Bosnian Serb paramilitary forces began the siege of Sarajevo, 

precipitating a genocidal war that lasted till October 1995.3 By the end of the war, 90 percent 

of the three-quarters of a million non-Serbs who lived in Serbian-controlled territory had been 

killed or expelled through a systematic policy of ethnic cleansing.4 In June 1992, the United 

Nations Security Council ordered the deployment of the United Nations Protection Force 

(hereafter UNPROFOR) to Bosnia on a peacekeeping mission tasked with the delivery and 

protection of international aid.5 Under the watch of the UNPROFOR and the international 

community, Bosnian Serbs enacted genocidal killings against Bosnian Muslims, including 

attacking the UN deemed ‘safe area’ of Srebrenica in July 1995, killing 7,079 Muslim men and 

boys.6 On May 21, 1995, The New York Times ran a story which detailed the experiences of 

Faruk Sabanovic, a 20-year-old Bosnian Muslim from Sarajevo who was shot in the street 

during the siege and left paraplegic. The incident was caught on camera. In the article, 

 
1 D. Rieff, Slaughterhouse: Bosnia and the Failure of the West. (London: Vintage, 1995), p. 17 
2 S. Burg, The War in Bosnia-Herzegovina: Ethnic Conflict and International Intervention (New York: Armonk, 
1999), p. 85 
3 R. Gutman, D. Rieff, and A.G. Dworkin, Crimes of War: What the Public Should Know (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 2007), p. 68 
4 M. Shaw, War and Genocide: Organized Killing in Modern Society (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003), p. 191 
5 B. Simms, Unfinest Hour: Britain and the Destruction of Bosnia (London: Penguin Books, 2002), p. 22 
6 D. Rohde, Endgame: the Betrayal and Fall of Srebrenica, Europe's Worst Massacre Since World War II 
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1998), p. XVI 
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journalist Roger Cohen interviews Faruk from his hospital bed. Through the microhistory of 

one man’s experience in Sarajevo, this essay will incorporate broader historiography to explore 

the fateful role of the bystander. In turn, it will consider the UN peacekeepers, the international 

community and the ordinary civilians, and their contribution to facilitating Europe’s most 

recent genocide. It is important to note that despite the fact that the source concerns Sarajevo, 

the UN peacekeepers discussed are the same forces which allowed genocide to occur under 

their watch elsewhere in Bosnia.   

 

Cohen’s article highlights the role played by UN peacekeepers as passive bystanders in 

Sarajevo during the war. At the outset of the article, the author sets the scene. Faruk walks 

across a notorious crossroad in Sarajevo while a cameraman films, waiting. ‘A shot echoes in 

Sarajevo’s valley. [Faruk] falls. He lies on his side. he is curled in an almost fetal position. A 

United Nations soldier looks on, motionless.’7 Only once a Sarajevan man ‘scream[s] abuse at 

the soldier’,8 does he eventually move his UN armoured car to shield the wounded man. Later, 

Faruk then says ‘after I was hit.... [The] United Nations soldier was looking at me. He did 

nothing. He just looked.’9 The inertia of the United Nation’s so-called ‘peacekeeper’ in the 

face of such violence is emblematic of the bystander’s failure to protect civilians against the 

genocidal intentions of Bosnian Serbs. Thus, the passivity of UN forces in Sarajevo abetted the 

violence carried out against citizens. For Faruk, this response is interpreted as a lack of 

compassion. Crucially, the ostensible acceptance of bystanders facilitated further violence by 

confirming to the perpetrators that what they were doing was acceptable.10 The fact that Faruk 

was targeted whilst in the presence of a UNPROFOR solider illustrates the peacekeepers’ 

 
7 ‘In Sarajevo, Victims of a ‘Postmodern’ War’, The New York Times, 21 May. 1995. 
8 ‘In Sarajevo, Victims of a ‘Postmodern’ War’ 
9 ‘In Sarajevo, Victims of a ‘Postmodern’ War’ 
10 E. Staub, Overcoming Evil: Genocide, Violent Conflict, and Terrorism (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), p. 197 

 

ineffectiveness as it demonstrates that to Serb aggressors, the UN were passive bystanders and 

enablers of genocidal violence. To Faruk, this one experience with a UN soldier shapes his 

view that the peacekeepers were onlookers to the systematic victimisation of Bosnians during 

the conflict.  

  

One must engage with the role of the UN as a whole beyond the microcosm of this one 

soldier to evidence the argument that they functioned as passive bystanders to the conflict. 

Michael Barnett theorises the politics of indifference from the UN. UNPROFOR entered 

Bosnia in a humanitarian capacity bringing supplies, not protection.11 Thus, it was not in their 

mandate to defend citizens like Faruk. When considering this, their neutrality is transformed 

from a moral failure to an organisational victory.12 Although UN peacekeepers in Sarajevo 

looked on ‘like eunuchs at the orgy’13 in the face of suffering, technically they fulfilled their 

humanitarian mission. Rieff highlights the absurdity of a situation whereby the United Nations 

delivered one of the largest humanitarian relief efforts in modern history yet steadfastly refused 

to intervene militarily to end the emergency.14 Drawing the case back to the source, it is 

therefore understandable why the UN soldier’s lack of action infuriated Faruk and propagated 

the image of UNPROFOR as passive bystanders. It is because they were.  

 

Cohen states that ‘live images of suffering, distributed worldwide, sap whatever will or 

ability there may be to prosecute a devastating military campaign’.15 This is reflected in the 

broader context that the international community remained passive bystanders for as long as 

possible, until it was undeniable that human rights abuses were taking place. In 1993, the 

 
11 M. Barnett, The Empire of Humanity: A History of Humanitarianism (New York: Cornell University Press, 
2011), p. 179 
12 Barnett, Empire of Humanity, p. 177 
13 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 23 
14 Rieff, Slaughterhouse, p. 140 
15 ‘In Sarajevo, Victims of a ‘Postmodern’ War’ 
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Security Council set up an international war crimes tribunal in the Hague, however it failed to 

appoint a chief prosecutor till July 1994, slowing proceedings.16 Furthermore, no international 

support was given to the Bosnian government when they filed a complaint against the Federal 

Republic of Yugoslavia, accusing the latter of complicity in carrying out a genocide.17 Western 

leaders did not even use the term genocide until after the war. They refused to identify the 

conflict as international armed aggression, instead characterising it as a civil war with ancient 

ethnic feuds as motivation. This enabled them to evade their collective obligations under the 

United Nations Charter to prevent and punish Genocide.18 These examples serve to highlight 

that the UN and the wider international community avoided taking responsibility for the 

genocide that was underway in Bosnia. In the context of the source, it reveals that the UN 

maintained their position as a bystander until action was inescapable.  

 

To further this view, Faruk implies that the UNPROFOR’s involvement in the war was 

little more than a façade to present the image that they were taking action. ‘Look at the United 

Nations here. They might have helped us. But they're just here to ease consciences.’19 Cohen’s 

article reflects the unwillingness of the international community to end the conflict through 

military intervention. In the case of Britain, it was clear that leaders were not inclined to involve 

the country in a conflict which was not in her self-interest. This is seen in the fact that Britain 

launched air strikes against Iraq in early 1993, despite fighting to delay an imposition of a no-

fly zone in Bosnia at the same time.20 Britain made the conscious choice to stand by despite 

having the means to launch an air offensive. Faruk goes on to say that ‘I know they brought 

 
16 Gutman, Crimes of War, p. 69 
17 P. Szasz, ‘Peacekeeping in Operation: A Conflict Study of Bosnia’, Cornell International Law Journal, 28 
(1995), p. 690 
18 Gutman, Crimes of War, p. 69 
19 ‘In Sarajevo, Victims of a ‘Postmodern’ War’ 
20 Simms, Unfinest Hour, p. 16 

 

me to the hospital in their ambulance only because the camera happened to be there.’21 The 

language here clearly sets a divide of ‘them’, the bystanders to this conflict, in binary 

opposition to the ‘us’ that Faruk represents. For Faruk, outside help was not something he could 

expect to rely on, and he is cynical of the true motivations of the peacekeeper’s actions on this 

occasion. This scene of the soldier and Faruk is a fitting representation of the role of the 

bystander in this conflict, who avoided their responsibility until the point that there was no 

other option. For the UN soldier, this was the point at which an onlooker screams abuse at him, 

whilst for the international community, it was when the devastating reports of genocide in 

Bosnia became too widespread to ignore. 

 

Vollhardt argues that bystanders do not only include those individuals who were 

physically present during genocide, but also distant spectators.22 The image of war in Bosnia 

was particularly accessible to the international community due to modern technology. Images 

of the war were broadcasted internationally in real time, for the duration of the conflict, in what 

Sontag has labelled ‘the CNN effect.’23 The international community at large thus becomes the 

greatest bystander to the genocidal war in Bosnia. The nature of ‘the CNN effect’ is explored 

in Cohen’s article.  

 

Mr. Sabanovic got in the way at a particularly dangerous Sarajevo crossroads. 

That is why there was a cameraman there to film his near-death. Because the 

spot is treacherous, the chances are good that a few hours of patience by a 

cameraman will be rewarded with compelling images of a life being 

extinguished or incapacitated.24 

 
21 ‘In Sarajevo, Victims of a ‘Postmodern’ War’ 
22 J. R. Vollhardt and M, Bilewicz, ‘After the Genocide: Psychological Perspectives on Victim, Bystander, and 
Perpetrator Groups’, Journal of Social Issues, 69 (2013), p. 7 
23 S. Sontag, Regarding the pain of others (London: Penguin, 2004), p. 93 
24 ‘In Sarajevo, Victims of a ‘Postmodern’ War’ 
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That the cameraman will be ‘rewarded’ with ‘compelling’ images of a young man being shot 

places more value on the footage captured than the life saved; Faruk’s suffering is commodified 

for foreign consumption. This extract also implies that the work of the cameraman is easy, 

meaning that daily life in Sarajevo was so dangerous that a particular crossroads was likely to 

witness death every few hours. Clearly, Cohen is critical of the numbness of the international 

community for whom this footage will be captured. Stohl argued in 1987 that the world has 

seen so many victims since the Second World War that ‘we can no longer sympathise because 

we are overwhelmed by the immensity of the problem.’25 Additionally, Sontag postulates that 

shock becomes familiar to viewers over time, so wears off.26 In Faruk’s case, the international 

community became inactive bystanders to his near-death shooting through the lens of the 

camera. They cannot use the excuse that they did not know, as is often cited with regard to the 

Nazi death camps, because the fate of men like Faruk went under their ‘watchful gaze’.27 Thus, 

Cohen’s article reveals the neoliberal priorities from the International community, who were 

happy to place the bottom line of newspaper and media companies above the plight of Bosnian 

lives. 

 

  The source goes on to state ‘the world has long watched the crushing of Sarajevo -- so 

endless as to become increasingly unreal.’28 Baudrillard hypothesises that in our postmodern 

world of hyperreality, viewers become increasingly unable to distinguish between simulacra, 

or images created as a representation of the real world, from the phenomena they are meant to 

represent. Therefore over time, the suffering of Sarajevans felt ‘unreal’ because the images of 

 
25 M. Stohl, ‘Outside of a Small Circle of Friends: States, Genocide, Mass Killing and the Role of 
Bystanders’, Journal of Peace Research, 24 (1987), p. 160 
26 Sontag, Regarding the pain of others, p. 73 
27 T. Cushman and S.G. Meštrović, ‘Introduction’, in T. Cushman and S.G. Meštrović (ed.), This Time We 
Knew: Western Responses to Genocide in Bosnia (New York: New York University Press, 1996), p. 7 
28 ‘In Sarajevo, Victims of a ‘Postmodern’ War’ 

 

the war were placed among ‘a wider universe of unreal images in which audiences exist.’29 

This partly explains the inaction of the international community. The author is aware of the 

paradox that modern technology presents in wartime, in that it encourages the bystander effect 

to some degree. Thus the source reveals that the world at large played an important role in the 

Bosnian war through its sustained inaction. It reveals that for those far removed from the 

fighting, the war became increasingly unreal as its shock value decreased overtime, invoking 

less desire for international action.  

 

Finally, the role of a third bystander will be considered. The Sarajevan man who arrived 

at the scene, ‘screaming abuse at the Soldier’30 played an important part in the perpetrator-

victim-bystander dynamic of Faruk’s accident as he embodies the active bystander. The reader 

is not told whether the man was a Muslim or not.  Nevertheless, within the framework of the 

intervention process defined by Latane and Darley,31 the Sarajevan man noticed that something 

had happened, interpreted the event and decided that he had a responsibility to act. He prompted 

the UN soldier into action. The source proves Stohl’s theory that social distance is a major 

factor in the decision of a bystander to intervene. The further the observer is from the victim, 

the less likely that individual is to involve themselves.32 Whether or not the man was a Muslim, 

he and Faruk shared in the social fact that they were both Sarajevan. This demonstrates that the 

social identification of a bystander will influence their likelihood to involve themselves. 

Additionally, the Sarajevan man represents the contrast between an active bystander, and the 

passive role played by the UN soldier and the cameraman. With one shout, the man was able 

to contribute to saving Faruk’s life. This puts into perspective the role that the UN and the 

 
29 J. Baudrillard, ‘No Pity for Sarajevo’, in T. Cushman and S.G. Meštrović (ed.), This Time We Knew: Western 
Responses to Genocide in Bosnia (New York: New York University Press, 1996), p. 79 
30 ‘In Sarajevo, Victims of a ‘Postmodern’ War’ 
31 B. Latane and J.M. Darley, ‘Bystander apathy’, American Scientist, 57 (1969), p. 247 
32 Stohl, ‘Outside of a Small Circle of Friends’, p. 159 
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international community could have played in preventing the suffering of so many, had they 

taken an active stance.  

 

The case of the Sarajevan man also reveals another aspect of the nature of war in 

Bosnia; the changing role of the citizen from bystander to victim, to opposition. Cohen’s article 

sheds light on the modern nature of the war in Bosnia. He states that traditional wars are ‘being 

replaced by a new kind of conflict, like that in Sarajevo, in which armies and peoples become 

indistinguishable.’33 A military historian interviewed later in the article corroborates this fact 

with his view that ‘these new wars tend to be very bloody because there is no distinction 

between armies and people, so everybody who gets in the way gets killed.’34 Due to the 

inability of the Bosnian army to raise force, because of the arms embargo imposed on the 

Bosnian government by the West, the war did not take place between organised armies. Instead, 

it was destruction inflicted by paramilitary Serb forces against Bosnian civilians.35 This matters 

because according to the Geneva Convention, the deliberate killing of civilians in wartime is a 

war crime. Therefore from the Serbs’ perspective, civilians did not represent their actuality, 

but rather they were seen as components of the opposition’s forces. Hence, the role of the 

civilian as a bystander is transformed in conflict to an actively involved participant in war. This 

is demonstrated in Cohen’s article through the character of the Sarajevan man, as well as Faruk 

himself as a target for Serb forces.  

 

The role of the bystander was multifaceted during the Bosnian war, as evident through 

the microhistory of Cohen’s article. In one scene only, the reader is presented with three 

different actors. On the one hand, the UN soldier is the passive bystander who watched 

 
33 ‘In Sarajevo, Victims of a ‘Postmodern’ War’ 
34 ‘In Sarajevo, Victims of a ‘Postmodern’ War’ 
35 Cushman, ‘Introduction’, p. 4 

 

unmoving as Faruk was shot. Evaluation showed that his passivity confirmed the perpetrators 

conviction in their persecution. His figure served as a representation for UNPROFOR as a 

whole, who enabled genocidal killings elsewhere throughout the war. The essay then 

considered the UN as a whole, proving that the nature of its humanitarian mission was a thin 

veil for the unwillingness of the international community to intervene militarily. This was 

further evidenced by the Security Council’s delay in establishing a functioning war crimes 

tribunal. Through Faruk’s words, Cohen implies that the UN as an institution was a knowing 

bystander to the crimes against humanity occurring in Bosnia. This was proven by an analysis 

of the self-interested actions of the British government. Through a discussion of the role of the 

cameraman, this essay showed that his figure represented the indifference of the international 

community. Crucially, the international community stood by and watched the war play out 

with increasing disconnect and disinterest, placing more interest in the potential profit the war 

in Bosnia brought to media companies than the very real consequence of this war itself. Finally, 

the role of the ordinary citizen as active bystander was considered. The Sarajevan man decided 

that his moral responsibility was greater than the potential risk of getting involved, due to 

shared social factors with Faruk. His figure also represents the nature of the Bosnian war, by 

which the civilian transformed from bystander to active participant. In sum, Cohen’s New York 

Times article reveals that the role of the bystander was placed along a spectrum in the Bosnian 

conflict, ranging from indifference to active engagement.  
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Visual Histories: the UK Holocaust Memorial and Artistic Interpretations of the Past 

Peter Hanley 

 

In 2015, British Prime Minister David Cameron announced plans to erect the UK Holocaust 

Memorial in central London. Whilst the monument is yet to be constructed, its planned 

structural and spatial features have become widely publicised and subject to intense scrutiny 

from figures including the Mayor of London and the Royal Parks charity.1 Extensive works 

exist on the role of monuments in shaping ‘collective memory’, a concept devised by Maurice 

Halbwachs, proposing that memories find their foundation within the framework of group 

identities.2 Amongst the most prominent of these works is James Young’s, which argues that 

the aesthetic, political and social forces behind a monument’s erection all have a significant 

impact on the collective memories which it helps to form.3 Whilst this article does not deny the 

importance of monuments in shaping ‘collective memories’, it takes a different approach to 

how monuments interact with our perceptions of the past. Instead it argues that much like 

written historical accounts, a monument represents the interpretation of its artist and sponsors 

regarding historical events. It argues this through the case study of the planned UK Holocaust 

Memorial. First, the article focuses on the artistic and structural features of the monument, 

showing how these were chosen to represent the victims of the Holocaust. Secondly, it will 

explore the monument’s spatial features, analysing how these identify the perpetrators of the 

Holocaust and assign blame for the genocide. Thirdly, it will focus on the benefits and 

limitations of using monuments as a medium for presenting historical interpretations, with 

 
1 Mayor of London, Greener City Fund Prospectus (London: Greater London Authority, 2017), Foreword; ‘Royal 
Parks opposes proposal for London Holocaust memorial’, Guardian, 09/02/2019, London News, 
<https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2019/feb/09/holocaust-memorial-plan-harmful-to-london-park-say-
critics>[accessed 19/10/2019]. 
2 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, trans. by Lewis Coser (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1992), p.38. 
3 James Young, Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1993), p.xi 
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specific reference to the examples arising from the UK Holocaust Memorial. It will continually 

relate the UK Holocaust Memorial’s interpretations of the Holocaust to the existing scholarship 

in the field, to show how monuments form part of historiographical debates. 

When discussing monuments in a broader sense this essay will utilise Young’s 

definition of the term: that monuments are a ‘subset of memorials: the material objects, 

sculptures, and installations used to memorialise a person or thing’.4 Therefore, our subject 

matter is both a memorial and more specifically a monument. Due to the inclusion of the word 

‘memorial’ in the name ‘UK Holocaust Memorial’, it may be on occasion referred to as ‘the 

memorial’, however broader arguments presented in this essay are intended to be applied 

specifically to monuments as Young describes them. 

 

 

The design of the memorial comprises 23 bronze fins, the gaps between which are 

intended to represent ‘the 22 countries in which Jewish communities were destroyed in the 

 
4 Young, p.3. 

Figure 1: Image showing the bronze fins of the UK Holocaust Memorial, from GOV.UK, New 
Holocaust Memorial design revealed (2019), https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-
holocaust-memorial-design-revealed [accessed 25/10/2019]. 

 
 

 
 

Holocaust’.5 These are shown in Figure 1. Being placed in Victoria Tower Gardens, there is a 

clear view of Parliament from the monument. This was a specific spatial consideration within 

the design, with the monument’s Mission Statement claiming that this intends to provide a 

‘permanent reminder that political decisions have far-reaching consequences’.6 Much of the 

information about the monument utilised in this essay comes from the official UK government 

website. This is an invaluable and reliable source when conducting research into this memorial, 

due to the government’s role as its primary sponsor (providing £75 million in funding for the 

project so far).7 Therefore, information and opinions expressed on this website can accurately 

be assigned to the monument as part of its content as a primary source.  

The design of the UK Holocaust Memorial represents the Holocaust’s victims through 

the lens of nationality. As noted, the gaps between the 23 bronze fins which comprise the 

monument represent the 22 countries which lost communities in the Holocaust. This presents 

the victims through their national identities. There are numerous reasons for this, however the 

most evident within the monument’s Mission Statement is that it is intended to memorialise 

not just the Jewish victims of the Holocaust, but also ‘all other victims of the Nazis and their 

collaborators’.8 Unlike monuments such as Berlin’s Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, 

which are specifically intended to memorialise the Nazi’s Jewish victims, the UK Holocaust 

Memorial memorialises all of the Holocaust’s victims including ‘Roma, gay and disabled 

people’. 9  Therefore, to include Judaic imagery on this monument may be considered 

 
5 GOV.UK, Adjaye Associates and Ron Arad Architects win UK Holocaust Memorial International Design 
Competition (2017), <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/adjaye-associates-and-ron-arad-architexts-win-uk-
holocaust-memorial-international-design-competition> [accessed 21/10/2019]. 
6 GOV.UK, UK Holocaust Memorial to reaffirm Britain’s commitment to stand up against antisemitism, prejudice 
and hatred (2018), <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-holocaust-memorial-to-reaffirm-britains-
commitment-to-stand-up-against-antisemitism-prejudice-and-hatred#mission-statement> [accessed 21/10/2019]. 
7 GOV.UK, Prime Minister leads unprecedented support for Holocaust Memorial as further £25m committed 
(2019), https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prime-minister-leads-unprecedented-support-for-holocaust-
memorial-as-further-25m-committed [accessed 21/10/2019]. 
8 GOV.UK, UK Holocaust Memorial, [accessed 21/10/2019]. 
9 GOV.UK, Adjaye Associates, [accessed 21/10/19]. 
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insensitive to those victims of the Holocaust who did not identify as Jewish. Instead, the artist 

presents the diversity of the Holocaust’s victims through the more universally applicable label 

of nationality. 

It should also be noted that identifying the victims through the generally objective label 

of nationality takes agency away from the perpetrators of the Holocaust as regards identifying 

its victims. The Nazi’s flexible usage of the word ‘Jew’ to describe their victims, extended to 

include anyone ‘indiscriminately suspected’ of threatening the German state, means that many 

of those killed by the Nazis for their supposed Judaism did personally identify as Jewish.10 By 

focusing on the more objective national identities of the victims, as opposed to their religious 

and ethnic features, the monument redefines the victims in a manner completely separate to 

that of the Holocaust’s perpetrators. 

These elements of the monument’s design all present a specific interpretation of how 

the victims of the Holocaust should be identified, which can be placed within existing 

historiographical debates on the issue. In this respect, the monument becomes a form of 

historical analysis, coming to conclusions in much the same way as written historical accounts. 

The question of how to identify the victims of the Holocaust provides a large spectrum of 

opinion within which to place the monument’s interpretation. Steven Katz acknowledges the 

diverse range of victims of Nazi war crimes, however he claims that the Holocaust itself was a 

specifically Jewish phenomenon due to the fact that the Jews were ‘alone the target of an 

uncompromising, unmediated, all-inclusive program of extermination’. 11  In contrast, John 

Grenville claims that the broad range of groups deemed ‘harmful to the Volk’ and therefore 

murdered at the hands of the Nazis should be included within any identification of the 

 
10 Peter Longerich, The Unwritten Order: Hitler’s Role in the Final Solution (Stroud: The History Press, 2001), 
p.75. 
11 Steven Katz, ‘The Holocaust: A Very Particular Racism’, in The Holocaust and History: The Known, the 
Unknown, the Disputed, and the Reexamined, ed. by Michael Berenbaum and Abraham Peck (Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 2002), pp. 56-63 (p.60). 

 
 

 
 

Holocaust’s victims.12 By taking a non-Judeo centric approach to the memorialisation of the 

Holocaust’s victims, focusing instead on the more universal label of nationality, the UK 

Holocaust Memorial clearly places itself closer to Grenville’s analysis than Katz’s. Irrespective 

of the monument’s specific analysis, it is the ability to place its interpretation relative to 

existing historiographical debates which constitutes describing it as part of the historiography 

itself. For instance, the Berlin memorial’s Judeocentric approach seemingly places it closer to 

the analysis of Katz. As the product of government sponsorship and the artistic merit of David 

Adjaye, the UK Holocaust Memorial’s identification of the victims reflects these figures’ 

interpretation of this ongoing historiographical debate. Whilst the medium of a monument may 

differ immensely from more conventional forms of historical analysis, it is able to contribute 

to the historiography of a topic in much the same way. 

Like the design features of the monument, the UK Holocaust Memorial’s spatial 

features also allow it to enter historiographical debates on the genocide. The monument’s 

planned location in Victoria Tower Gardens (with an immediate view of the UK Houses of 

Parliament) presents an interpretation of who the perpetrators of the Holocaust were, and where 

to assign blame for the Holocaust. The memorial’s Mission Statement claims that the view of 

Parliament serves to set ‘history’s worst example of the disintegration of democratic values 

against the greatest emblem of Britain’s … democracy’.13 Presenting the Holocaust as a failure 

of democracy suggests that blame for the genocide lies with institutional failures. It also 

suggests a ‘top-down’ approach to assigning blame, focused on those close to the centre of 

power in the Third Reich. 

However, this conflicts with other parts of the monument’s Mission Statement which 

discuss its spatial features. The statement also claims that the position of the memorial near to 

 
12 John Grenville, ‘Neglected Holocaust Victims: The Mischlinge, the Judischversippte, and the Gypsies’, in The 
Holocaust and History, ed. by Berenbaum and Peck, pp.315-326 (p.315). 
13 GOV.UK, UK Holocaust Memorial, [accessed 21/10/2019]. 
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Parliament will serve as a ‘permanent reminder of the responsibilities of citizens to be vigilant’ 

when democratic values are under threat.14 The Mission Statement assigns responsibility for 

the maintenance of democracy to citizens, after having claimed that the Holocaust occurred as 

a result of the disintegration of democratic values. This suggests that during the Holocaust 

ordinary citizens failed to fulfil their societal responsibilities, implicitly broadening the range 

of perpetrators to include those who did not fulfil the responsibility of maintaining democracy. 

By this notion, passivity can be considered a form of complicity. Therefore, the monument 

assigns agency of perpetration for the Holocaust to both the Nazi leadership and sections of the 

German public. 

This interpretation enables us to place the monument within a sizeable historiographical 

debate. Writers such as Daniel Goldhagen have argued that perpetrating the Holocaust required 

the collective effort of the German people, who were willing to partake in this atrocity due to 

a pre-existing culture of near-genocidal anti-Semitism in Germany. 15  In contrast, Peter 

Longerich is amongst the writers who have taken a more ‘top-down’ approach to identifying 

the perpetrators of the Holocaust, focusing on the Hitler’s individual role in pursuing the 

extermination of Europe’s Jews.16 The terms ‘functionalist’ and ‘intentionalist’ were coined by 

Timothy Mason to help categorise the stances of historians in this debate, however the 

complexity of many existing works means that it can often be hard to clearly categorise 

scholarship in this way. For instance, Goldhagen’s work features significant elements of both 

functionalist and intentionalist arguments.17 The UK Holocaust Memorial’s position within 

this debate can best be described as ‘synthesist’. By assigning blame to both the political 

 
14 GOV.UK, UK Holocaust Memorial, [accessed 21/10/2019]. 
15 Daniel Goldhagen, Hitler’s Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (London: Abacus, 
1997), pp.10-24. 
16 Longerich, p.13. 
17  Timothy Mason, ‘Intention and explanation: a current controversy about the interpretation of National 
Socialism’ (1981), in Nazism, Fascism and the Working Class, ed. by Jane Caplan (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), pp.212-230 (p.217). 

 
 

 
 

leadership of the Third Reich and complicit citizens, the monument takes elements from both 

schools of thought. This once again shows that the UK Holocaust Memorial can present an 

interpretation of the past and be placed within existing historiographical debates in a similar 

fashion to the more conventional medium of written work. 

Like other forms of historical analysis, there are benefits and limitations to the use of 

monuments as a medium of presenting interpretations of the past. These apply to the case study 

of the UK Holocaust Memorial in varying degrees. The most significant limitation of the 

monument as a medium is the potential for one’s ideas to be misinterpreted due to the subjective 

nature of artistic interpretation. The lack of written information to assist the conveyance of 

meaning risks key elements of the artist’s work being misinterpreted or ignored. When 

discussing an inherently sensitive topic such as the Holocaust, the risk of misinterpretation can 

have far reaching consequences. This limitation is less applicable to the UK Holocaust 

Memorial than other monuments, due to the existence of the official GOV.UK website on 

which the official commentary of the monument’s design and spatial features is provided. By 

combining the medium of the monument with that of the internet, the UK Holocaust Memorial 

reduces the risk of misinterpretation through the provision of a written supplement to itself. 

This can also serve as an advantage of the monument as a historical medium. Whilst 

written accounts often serve to provide a succinct answer to a particular line of historical 

enquiry, the ability to interpret the artistic elements of a monument in several different ways 

allows it to provoke thought and inspire further historical engagement on the part of its 

consumers. Whilst the UK Holocaust Memorial does provide the relatively concise online 

supplement in order to define its own interpretations, the monument’s Mission Statement also 

claims that it intends to prompt its consumers to ‘ask challenging questions’ both about ‘the 
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world around us’ and ‘Britain’s responses to [the Holocaust]’.18 As a stand-alone physical 

monument, without the aid of the GOV.UK website, one is able to interpret the inclusion of 

the 23 bronze fins and the placement of the monument near to Parliament in a number of 

different ways.  Thus, the ability to provoke thought without always providing a concise line 

of argument on a historical debate is a benefit of the medium of the monument over other forms 

of historical work. 

There are also practical limitations of the use of monuments as a form of historical 

interpretation. The spatial requirement of land in order to present one’s analysis via a 

monument is the most prominent of these. Within the case-study of the UK Holocaust 

Memorial it is this that has caused the greatest controversy, with both Royal Parks and the 

Mayor of London criticising the impact that the monument will have on Victoria Tower 

Gardens. 19  In contrast, the spatial requirements of a written interpretation of history are 

minimal, more so in the digital age than ever before. Similarly, the cost requirements of erecting 

a monument such as the UK Holocaust Memorial are much more significant than those 

involved in the printing of a written interpretation (the costs of which can often be offset 

through the sale of the resulting work). The source of these funds can also damage the integrity 

of a monument as a form of analysis. Whilst written works often receive funding privately, 

from research councils, or from the revenue of previously sold works, monuments often rely 

on state sponsorship. In the example of the UK Holocaust Memorial, the British government 

has provided £75 million in funding so far to the project.20 The receipt of state sponsorship puts 

a monument at risk of political scrutiny over the use of public funds, and can often create a 

 
18 GOV.UK, UK Holocaust Memorial, [accessed 21/10/2019]. 
19 Mayor of London, Greener City, [accessed 19/10/2019]; ‘Royal Parks’, Guardian, [accessed 19/10/2019]. 
20 GOV.UK, Prime Minister, [accessed 21/10/2019]. 

 
 

 
 

seemingly state-approved national past. This has been argued by Peter Carrier who suggests 

that state funded memorials can lead to the ‘state management of memory cultures’.21 

  Whilst these practical limitations would seem to present the medium of the monument 

as a largely impractical way of presenting an account of the past, focusing only on written 

accounts of history constrains power over the past to academically trained historians. When a 

past is collectively lived, it is unfair to give historians a monopoly on providing analyses of its 

events. This is especially true when discussing a past shared in the most appalling of ways by 

such a sizeable group of people, as is the case of the Holocaust. Alternative methods of 

communication allow people who are not trained as academic historians to contribute their 

interpretations of these events. Using monuments as a form of historical analysis contributes 

to the democratisation of the discipline and helps us to understand shared pasts in new ways. 

This article has not only aimed to present the UK Holocaust Memorial’s interpretation 

of the events of the Holocaust, but how the ability to place these within existing 

historiographical debates shows the value of the monument as a form of historical analysis. 

Providing an analysis of the identity of the victims and perpetrators of the Holocaust places the 

monument within ongoing and widely contested debates concerning the genocide. Within the 

confines of this article, it has not been possible to explore in detail other monuments of either 

the Holocaust or a wider range of historical events. However, as a necessity of the medium 

every monument has a design and spatial features. Therefore, the method of analysis applied 

to the UK Holocaust Memorial in this work can be adopted and applied to other monuments in 

a largely universal fashion. Through greater analysis of monuments and other alternative forms 

of presenting interpretations of the past, we contribute to the ongoing democratisation of the 

historical discipline, increasing the diversity of voices heard within historiographical debates. 

 
21 Peter Carrier, Holocaust Monuments and National Memory Cultures in France and Germany since 1989: The 
Origins and Political Function of the Vel d’Hiv in Paris and the Holocaust Monument in Berlin (Oxford: Berghahn 
Books, 2005), p.177. 
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In conclusion, the UK Holocaust Memorial presents certain ideas about the identities of both 

the victims and the perpetrators of the Holocaust. With appropriate analysis, these ideas can be 

placed in relation to the wider historiography of the Holocaust, a practice which can be applied 

to monuments which memorialise a wide variety of historical events. 
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The effects of rain on plant-pollinator interactions – Amy Stewart 

Abstract 
Anthropogenic climate change is expected to result in future climates, characterised by more 

frequent and heavier rain showers in higher latitudes and sub-tropical wet regions. Little attention has 

been given to the effects of rainfall on plant-pollinator interactions, despite the great benefits humans 

derive from their ecosystem services. Understanding the potential impacts of rainfall (whether 

positive or negative) on this system is important for identifying potential risks to biodiversity and 

food security, a topic of interest to both ecologists and policy-makers alike. Rain may damage pollen 

and dilute nectar, resulting in reduced reproductive success for plants. Increased energetic and 

mechanical costs to pollinators are expected to cause changes in their activity and foraging patterns. 

Based on our current understanding of the impacts of rain on plants and pollinators, this review 

highlights many areas where future work could be directed to improve our understanding.  

 

Introduction 

The economic and ecological importance of plant-pollinator interactions cannot be overstated. An 

estimated 88% of flowering plants are pollinated by animals (Ollerton et al., 2011), including 87 of 

the leading global food crops (Klein et al., 2007). However, the stability of this system is under threat 

and both vertebrate and invertebrate pollinators are suffering population declines (Allen-Wardell et 

al., 1998). Particularly concerning are the potential impacts of climate change. Several papers have 

addressed the threats to plant-pollinator interactions with respect to climate warming (Memmot et al., 

2007; Hegland et al., 2009), but little attention has been paid to the threat of increased rainfall, which 

will be the focus of this review.  Understanding these effects will be critical to predict threats to our 

biodiversity and food security. 

 
Anthropogenic climate warming will impact both the frequency and volume of global 

precipitation (Trenberth, 2011). For every 1°C of warming, there is a 7% increase in the water holding 

capacity of the atmosphere, resulting in storms that produce more precipitation (Trenberth, 2011). 

Increases in annual precipitation are predicted for higher latitudes and sub-tropical wet regions, 

whereas reduced precipitation is expected in sub-tropical dry regions (IPCC, 2014; 2018). 

Specifically, more precipitation will fall as rain, rather than snow, sleet or hail (Pendergrass & 

Hartman, 2014). As the impacts are likely to be highly regional, predicting the effects of rainfall on 

pollination is challenging, which may explain the scarcity of literature addressing this topic. The 

changes predicted by the IPCC (2014; 2018) include increased regional droughts and flooding, but 

this review deals only with the direct effects of rainfall on plants and pollinators at the individual 

level. Similarly, changes to phenology and plant-pollinator temporal mismatch are beyond the scope 

of this review.  

 
Pollination may be constrained by rainfall in myriad ways, as summarised by Dafni (1996). Here, 

damage to pollen and dilution of nectar are discussed, along with the morphological adaptations of 

plants to mitigate damage. The impacts on pollinators are explored, with reference to mechanical and 

energetic costs, and changes in behaviour. Examples where rainfall benefits plants are also covered. 

Using our current understanding of plant and pollinator adaptations to rain, this review aims to 

summarise the potential impact that increased rainfall could have on pollination and highlight gaps 

in our knowledge where future research should be focussed.  

 

Plants  

Pollen: 

Successful sexual reproduction in plants requires the transfer of viable pollen from the anthers of 

one plant to the stigma of another (Mao & Huang, 2009). Thus, protection of pollen from both biotic 

and abiotic factors is vital to enhance reproductive fitness. Water damage to pollen has been 

frequently studied, and a survey of 80 angiosperms found that the majority had pollen showing 

reduced half-life and germination when wetted (Mao & Huang, 2009). Rain may lead to bursting, 

inhibited germination, or may wash the pollen from the anthers, reducing its availability to pollinators 

(Dafini, 1996). Both maternal and paternal fitness may be affected by pollen wetting (Burke, 2002), 

so future studies should not consider these effects in isolation from one another. Importantly, the 

sensitivity of pollen to rain may be dependent on the protection that the flower offers (discussed in 

section 2.3). The pollen of plants with no protective floral structures was more resistant to wetting 

than those where the anthers were protected (Mao & Huang, 2009). Furthermore, the presence of a 

germination inhibitor was only found on anthers of Primula flowers that fill with water during rainfall 

(Eisikowitch & Woodell, 1973). This prevents pollen germinating on the anthers in response to 

wetting, so the grains remain viable for cross pollination (Eisikowitch & Woodell, 1973).  

 
In some cases, the contact of rain with reproductive structures may benefit plants by facilitating 

self-pollination, by knocking pollen masses from the anther onto the stigma (Hagerup, 1950; Catling, 

1980; Fan et al., 2012). Hagerup’s (1950) original observations in Ranunculaceae were disproved 

when back-crossing experiments showed many members of this family to be self-incompatible 

(Aguiar et al., 2012), however rain-assisted pollination has been verified for some of the Orchidaceae 

family, including Oeceoclades maculata (Catling, 1980).  
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Taken together, these data indicate that increased rainfall may be a selective agent for the 

evolution of more water-resistant pollen, whether necessary to maintain viability until pollinators are 

active or to facilitate rain-assisted self-pollination (Mao & Huang, 2009). 

 
Nectar: 

The impact of rainfall on nectar production is unclear, and experimental studies to date fail to 

agree on the magnitude or direction of change. In fact, the literature regarding the effects of 

environmental conditions on nectar secretion was described as “terribly confused” by Cruden & 

Hermann (1983). Plants facing regular rainfall may experience nectar dilution, although the 

mechanisms behind this vary from changes in metabolic rate to reduced evaporation in wetter 

climates (Tadey & Aizen, 2001; Devoto et al., 2006). In some cases, such as milkweed, the volume 

of nectar produced increases under simulated rainfall, without change in concentration (Wyatt et al., 

1992). It has also been reported that increased rainfall prior to nectar secretion could be advantageous, 

resulting in increased plant vigour (Kenoyer, 1916), although experimental evidence to support this 

is lacking. A caveat of much early work into nectar production is that inflorescences were often 

bagged with varying materials to exclude animals, which could have impacted nectar production by 

altering the microenvironment (Wyatt et al., 1992). Future studies would therefore benefit from 

standardised methodology using the least invasive materials.  

 
Nectar is offered as an extra-floral reward to pollinators, which typically develop a preference 

based on the profitability of the flower (Cnaani et al., 2006). Profitability can be based on the volume 

or sugar concentration of the nectar, however in the honeybee Bombus impatiens, a preference for 

concentrated nectar was seen despite a greater volume of more dilute nectar being available (Cnanni 

et al., 2006). This would suggest benefits for bee-pollinated plants that maintain high nectar 

concentration in the face of rain-induced dilution. Furthermore, consumption of dilute nectar 

increased the metabolic rate of double-collard sunbirds, as the higher water content meant that it 

required more energy to heat up when ingested (Lotz &Nicolson, 2002). However, preference for 

concentrated nectar is not universal amongst pollinators, and hummingbird and honeyeater pollinated 

flowers produce dilute nectar (Pyke & Waser, 1981). Hummingbirds may even change their 

concentration preference depending on the composition of sugars (Stiles, 1976). It would be 

beneficial to know whether any species are particularly susceptible to nectar dilution and if there are 

any trends in their pollinators.  

 
Architectural adaptations and floral movement:  

The potentially deleterious effects of rainfall on pollen and nectar may act as a selective pressure 

for the evolution of protective floral structures, such as staminodes and bracts, examples of which are 

shown in Figure 1. Staminodes are stamens that have lost their ancestral function as pollen producers 

and have adopted new roles (Rodríguez-Riaño et al., 2015). Large staminodes, like those of some 

Scrophularia species, act as a plug to reduce the entry of water into the flower and prevent nectar 

dilution (Rodríguez-Riaño et al., 2015). Bracts may protect the pollen directly by surrounding the 

flower head and covering the anthers, as is the case with Davidia involucrata (Sun et al., 2008). Bracts 

can also protect reproductive structures indirectly by insulating the inflorescence against rainfall-

induced temperature drops, which may otherwise inhibit pollen germination (Yang & Sun, 2009). 

The pubescent bracts of Saussurea velutina confer reproductive success in this way, allowing it to 

flower even during the monsoon season (Yang & Sun, 2009). Rather than offering protection from 

rain, the cupulate bracts of Pedicularis rex fill up with rainwater (Sun & Huang, 2015). By 

submerging the corolla tube, oviposition by potential seed predators is prevented and maternal fitness 

is increased (Sun & Huang, 2015). Although in these examples rain has been shown to be the main 

selective agent, staminodes and bracts of other plants were primarily under selection as attractive 

signals to their pollinators (Lopez et al., 2016; Sun et al., 2008). In addition, bracts may be 

multifunctional, acting in both protective and attractive roles (Sun et al., 2008). This indicates that 

the selective pressure of rainfall should not be considered in isolation from the selective pressures of 

pollinators. 

 
Flower orientation may also protect reproductive structures from rainfall. Down-facing flowers 

can function as umbrella-like structures to protect pollen from wetting and minimise flower flooding, 

as shown in Figure 1 (Aizen, 2003). Down-facing flowers were more prevalent in areas experiencing 

regular precipitation, and experimental manipulations showed that flowers held upwards experienced 

more flooding and nectar dilution than those at down-facing angles (Aizen, 2003), although later 

work showed this was not the case for all species (Tadey & Aizen, 2001). The adaptive significance 

of down-facing flowers may be dependent on the flowering stage, and flower orientation may change 

over the plant’s lifetime. Stalk bending usually occurs at the bud stage to produce pendulous flowers 

during anthesis (pollen maturation), that protect the pollen from rain-wash (Huang et al., 2002; Wang 

et al, 2010). In the case of Anisodus luridus, the corolla orientation changes from pendulous during 

anthesis, to up-facing during fruiting (Wang et al., 2010). The up-facing calyx fills with water when 

it rains, stabilising the temperature of the flower and preventing freezing damage to the ovules, thus 

enhancing maternal fitness (Wang et al, 2010). This again emphasizes the potentially antagonistic 

roles that rain may play in plant reproductive success.  

 
Floral movement, such as corolla closure may occur in direct response to changing weather 

conditions, such as a drop in atmospheric pressure preceding a thunderstorm (Bynum & Smith, 2001), 

or a reduction in air temperature preceding dew, fog or rain (von Hase et al., 2005). Although the 
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latter may appear to provide support for floral movement as a protective adaptation, only the effects 

of dew and fog on pollen were tested, rather than rain per se (von Hase et al., 2005). It is interesting 

to note that both pressure and temperature changes may lead to petal movement, and further research 

into the mechanisms behind these processes could elucidate the likelihood of floral movement being 

selected for in a rain-prone climate. In addition, the reclosure of dehisced anthers via hydration has 

been observed in Lilium philadelphium under simulated rainfall, which minimised the amount of 

pollen washed away (Edwards & Jordan, 1992). However, there is scarce experimental evidence to 

support this, especially when simulating heavy rainfall. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Floral displays: 

Floral displays are not only under selection to mitigate abiotic stress to pollen and nectar, but also 

to maximise pollinator visitation and pollen transfer. A flower’s orientation may affect its visibility 

to a pollinator, the direction of olfactory signals produced, and the direction of acoustic reflectance 

used by nectar-feeding bats to locate the corolla (Haverkamp et al., 2019). Thus, the selection for 

flowers with a down-facing morphology as protection from rain may impair the ability of pollinators 

to detect and perceive them, although the literature offers mixed support for this theory. Moths were 

less successful at collecting nectar and transferring pollen from down-facing flowers, but neither the 

direction of olfactory signals nor the visitation rate were significantly affected by orientation 

(Haverkamp et al., 2019). In contrast, down-facing zygomorphic flowers received fewer visits from 

syphrid flies, although this was attributed to the availability of footholds rather than altered sensory 

cues (Ushimaru & Hyodo, 2005). Bumblebees (Bombus spp.) visit flowers with equal frequency 

regardless of orientation but may specialise on down-oriented flowers (Ushimaru & Hyodo, 2005). 

Interestingly, despite many hummingbird-pollinated flowers having a down-facing orientation, it has 

Figure 1: Morphological adaptations of plants to rainfall (1-4). 1: Davida involucrata white protective 
bracts (from Sun et al., 2008). 2-3: Staminodes of Schrophularia lyrata (2) and Schrophularia 
scorodonia (3), indicated by blue arrows (from López et al., 2016). 4: Down-facing flowers of 
Tristerix corymbosus (from Aizen, 2003). 

been suggested that their metabolic output could be reduced by feeding from horizontal flowers 

instead (Sapir & Dudley, 2013).  

 

Aside from orientation, flower visual cues may be altered with more frequent rainfall via colour 

changes, as the amount of cellular water can affect how anthocyanin pigments accumulate in the cell 

vacuole (Trivellini et al., 2014). Hagendoorn et al. (1991) observed anthocyanins to accumulate in 

cell cultures of Petunia hybrida (which are usually pigment free) under dilution stress. Furthermore, 

saline treatment significantly reduced the anthocyanin levels in Hibiscus petals and the colour was 

determined by digital image analysis to be significantly affected by the osmotic stress (Trivellini et 

al., 2014). Whether the magnitude of these changes would be enough to affect pollinators’ floral 

perception is unknown, but future studies would need to account for disparities in human and 

pollinator colour perception in their experimental design. 

 

Pollinators 

Mechanical and energetic costs: 

To facilitate cross-pollination, pollinators must transport pollen between plants, but remaining 

active (and especially flying) during rainfall may incur mechanical and energetic costs.  

 

Raindrops impacting the animal’s body may increase drag and reduce manoeuvrability (Ortega-

Jimenez & Dudley, 2012). Although light-medium precipitation had only a marginal effect on the 

hovering ability of Anna’s hummingbird, heavy precipitation was associated with increased 

metabolic rates due to increased mass from raindrop impacts (Ortega-Jimenez & Dudley, 2012). For 

small insect pollinators drop impact may be more severe; either coating, splashing or pushing the 

airborne insect, depending on the droplet’s dimensions (Dickerson et al., 2014). Dickerson et al., 

(2014) suggest that insects are unlikely to be able to dodge raindrops, but they may move fast enough 

to avoid a direct impact to the thorax. Direct impact is more likely for insects with large wing-spans 

for their size, such as butterflies (Dickerson et al., 2014), which may avoid activity during rainfall as 

a result. However, small insects with a low mass and strong exoskeleton may be relatively 

unperturbed by raindrops, and mosquitoes have been shown to survive impact with drops weighing 

up to 50 times their mass, as frequently as every 25 seconds (Dickerson et al., 2012). However, direct 

drop impacts pushed the mosquito down by 5-20 body lengths, sometimes into the ground, resulting 

in injury or death (Dickerson et al., 2012). Thus, small insects pollinating flowers close to the ground 

may face higher mortality risks during rainfall, although whether the mechanics of mosquito flight in 

rain is analogous to pollinating insect taxa is unstudied. 
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Thermoregulatory costs may be expected for mammalian pollinators due to the cooling effect of 

wet fur, but the hydrophobic properties of feathers minimise this cost to birds (Ortega-Jimenez & 

Dudley, 2012). Indeed, the flight metabolism of bats with wetted fur was twofold greater than for bats 

with dry fur, which may explain reductions in bat foraging behaviour during rainfall (Voigt et al., 

2011). However, the authors comment that since measures of evaporative cooling were not taken, 

thermoregulatory costs may not be the sole cause of these metabolic costs (Voigt et al., 2011). Insects 

may also suffer thermoregulatory penalties during rainfall, since high muscle temperature is required 

for flight and thoracic temperature can vary with the ambient temperature (Henrich, 1974).  

 

Behaviour: 

Pollinators may adjust their behaviour in unfavourable weather conditions. Decreases in insect 

activity have been observed during periods of heavy rainfall (e.g. Totland, 1994; González et al., 

2009), indicating that insect-pollinated plants may be particularly at risk from climate change. 

Reduced or absent precopulatory behaviour was observed in some insect species, which may suggest 

a risk of insect population declines with increased rainfall, despite the risk of injury in such conditions 

being reduced (Pellegrino et al., 2013). However, reduced activity is not the rule for all pollinators, 

or even all insects. Rainfall had no significant correlation with the number of Apis melifera 

(honeybees) leaving the hive (Clark & Robert, 2018) although, this does not necessarily indicate that 

their foraging was as successful as in dry conditions. Activity of avian pollinators seems to be least 

affected by rain, and hummingbirds remain active even in extreme rainfall (Ortega-Jimenez & 

Dudley, 2012). Furthermore, bird pollination has been shown to increase along a natural rainfall 

gradient, while insect pollination decreased (González et al., 2009).  

 

In addition, foraging behaviour of pollinators may change during rainfall. Bombus spp. have been 

observed to remain active in all weather, but on wet days mainly nectar was collected, perhaps 

because wet pollen is difficult to collect (Peat & Goulson, 2005). Experimental choice experiments 

could verify this preference. A. melifera have also been observed to increase their foraging activity 

prior to rainy conditions (He et al., 2016), suggesting that they may in fact avoid activity in wet 

weather, contrasting the results of Clark & Robert (2018). Rain may also impair pollinators’ ability 

to detect floral cues, such as volatile organic compounds, by acting as environmental noise, as seen 

with chemical interference and air turbulence (Lawson et al., 2017). For further information, readers 

are referred to Lawson & Rands (2019). 

 

Behavioural changes require the detection of changing weather conditions, and in the case of 

some insects, barometric pressure has been shown to be the main cue (Pellegrino et al., 2013). Further 

work may be required to determine if any other cues are used and how they are sensed. 

 

Summary 

The effects of rainfall on plant-pollinator interactions are complex, multifaceted and likely to be 

highly species specific. Increased rainfall may affect plant morphology and floral displays, while 

pollinators may undergo behavioural changes due to increased energetic and mechanical costs. The 

overall impact on pollination in future climates will be made clearer with further research into the 

impacts of nectar dilution and changes to floral displays on pollinators, and more experiments 

simulating heavy rainfall. Many studies will be required because of the huge diversity of plants, 

pollinators and potential scenarios. This review discusses individual level effects of rainfall, but it 

would be beneficial to understand community and population effects of rainfall too. Studies into 

changes in plant morphology and pollinator syndromes across rainfall gradients (e.g. González et al., 

2009) may be particularly useful to this discussion. Overall, this work will contribute to our 

understanding of the impacts of climate change, helping to mitigate potential economic and 

biodiversity losses.  
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López, J., Rodríguez-Riaño, T., Valtueña, F., Pérez-Bote, J., González, M. & Ortega-Olivencia, A. 
(2016). Does the Scrophularia staminode influence Female and Male Functions during 
Pollination? International Journal of Plant Sciences, 177: 671-681. 

Lotz, C. N., & Nicolson, S. W. (2002). Nectar dilution increases metabolic rate in the lesser double-
collared sunbird. Condor, 104: 672-675.  

Mao, Y. Y., & Huang, S. Q. (2009). Pollen resistance to water in 80 angiosperm species: flower 
structures protect rain-susceptible pollen. New Phytologist, 183: 892-899.  

Memmott, J., Craze, P. G., Waser, N. M., & Price, M. V. (2007). Global warming and the disruption 
of plant-pollinator interactions. Ecology Letters, 10: 710-717.  

Ollerton, J., Winfree, R., & Tarrant, S. (2011). How many flowering plants are pollinated by animals? 
Oikos, 120: 321-326.  

Ortega-Jimenez, V. M., & Dudley, R. (2012). Flying in the rain: hovering performance of Anna's 
hummingbirds under varied precipitation. Proceedings of the Royal Society B-Biological 
Sciences, 279: 3996-4002.  

Peat, J. & Goulson, D. (2005). Effects of experience and weather on foraging rate and pollen versus 
nectar collection in the bumblebee, Bombus terrestris. Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology, 



492 493

58: 152-156. 
Pellegrino, A. C., Penaflor, M., Nardi, C., Bezner-Kerr, W., Guglielmo, C. G., Bento, J. M. S., & 

McNeil, J. N. (2013). Weather Forecasting by Insects: Modified Sexual Behaviour in 
Response to Atmospheric Pressure Changes. Plos One, 8: 5. 

Pendergrass, A., & Hartmann, D. (2014). Changes in the Distribution of Rain Frequency and Intensity 
in Response to Global Warming. Journal of Climate, 27: 8372-8383.  

Pyke, G. H., & Waser, N. M. (1981). The production of dilute nectars by hummingbird and honeyeater 
flowers. Biotropica, 13: 260-270.  

Rodriguez-Riano, T., Valtuena, F. J., Lopez, J., Navarro-Perez, M. L., Perez-Bote, J. L., & Ortega-
Olivencia, A. (2015). Evolution of the staminode in a representative sample of Scrophularia 
and its role as nectar safeguard in three widespread species. Science of Nature, 102: 37.  

Sapir, N., & Dudley, R. (2013). Implications of floral orientation for flight kinematics and metabolic 
expenditure of hover-feeding hummingbirds. Functional Ecology, 27: 227-235.  

Stiles, F. G. (1976). Taste preferences, color preferences, and flower choice in hummingbirds. 
Condor, 78: 10-26.  

Sun, J. F., Gong, Y. B., Renner, S. S., & Huang, S. Q. (2008). Multifunctional bracts in the dove tree 
Davidia involucrata (Nyssaceae : Cornales): Rain protection and pollinator attraction. 
American Naturalist, 171: 119-124. 

Sun, S. G., & Huang, S. Q. (2015). Rainwater in cupulate bracts repels seed herbivores in a 
bumblebee-pollinated subalpine flower. Aob Plants, 7: 7.  

Tadey, M., & Aizen, M. A. (2001). Why do flowers of a hummingbird-pollinated mistletoe face 
down? Functional Ecology, 15: 782-790.  

Totland, O. (1994). Intraseasonal variation in pollination intensity and seed set in an alpine population 
of Ranunculus acris in southwestern Norway. Ecography, 17: 159–165. 

Trenberth, K. (2011). Changes in precipitation with climate change. Climate Research, 47: 123-138.  
Trivellini, A., Gordillo, B., Rodriguez-Pulido, F. J., Borghesi, E., Ferrante, A., Vernieri, P., . . . 

Heredia, F. J. (2014). Effect of Salt Stress in the Regulation of Anthocyanins and Color of 
Hibiscus Flowers by Digital Image Analysis. Journal of Agricultural and Food Chemistry, 
62: 6966-6974.  

Ushimaru, A., & Hyodo, F. (2005). Why do bilaterally symmetrical flowers orient vertically? Flower 
orientation influences pollinator landing behaviour. Evolutionary Ecology Research, 7: 151–
160. 

Voigt, C. C., Schneeberger, K., Voigt-Heucke, S. L., & Lewanzik, D. (2011). Rain increases the 
energy cost of bat flight. Biology Letters, 7: 793-795. 

Von Hase, A., Cowling, R. M., & Ellis, A. G. (2006). Petal movement in cape wildflowers protects 
pollen from exposure to moisture. Plant Ecology, 184: 75-87.  

Wang, Y., Meng, L., Yang, Y., & Duan, Y. (2010). Change in floral orientation in Anisodus luridus 
(Solanaceae) protects pollen grains and facilitates development of fertilized ovules. American 
Journal of Botany, 97: 1618-1624. 

Wilson, J., Kessler, A., Woods, H. (2015). Noisy communication via airborne infochemicals. 
BioScience, 65: 667–677. 

Wyatt, R., Broyles, S. B., & Derda, G. S. (1992a). Environmental-influences on nectar production in 
milkweeds (Asclepias syriaca and A. exaltata). American Journal of Botany, 79: 636-642.  

Yang, Y., & Hang, S. (2009). The bracts of Saussurea velutina (Asteraceae) protect inflorescences 
from Fluctuating weather at high elevations of the Hengduan mountains, southwestern China. 
Arctic, Antarctic, and Alpine Research, 41: 515-521. 

  

To what extent do genes and their environment regulate caste differentiation in the eusocial 

Hymenoptera? – Ellie Jarvis 

 

Abstract  

This review evaluates the relative influences of factors on caste determination in the eusocial 

Hymenoptera. Behavioural castes are seen more often in simple societies, such as paper wasps 

(Polistes spp.), while morphological castes exist in complex societies such as honeybees (Apis spp.). 

Temporal polyethism and nutrition were prevalent across many species, with nutrition having a 

stronger influence on morphological castes than age. The literature on the effect of the physical 

environment is limited, but antennal drumming and climate change emerged as areas of interest and 

further research. The effect of dominance on primitive eusocial insects affects the tasks performed by 

adults but has little effect on morphological castes. Social environment doesn’t appear to affect 

complex societies. Sociogenomics is a rapidly evolving field with the potential to investigate 

differential gene expression between castes. It is concluded that the aforementioned factors likely 

influence gene expression, providing the fundamental mechanism for caste differentiation and scope 

for further research.  

 

Key words: polyethism, eusociality, altruism, division of labour, sociogenomics.  

 

Introduction  

The eusocial Hymenoptera (bees, wasps and ants), featuring at the extreme end of the sociality 

spectrum, have multiple generations of colony members cooperatively caring for the brood (Wilson, 

1971, p. 464). Reproductive division of labour is a fundamental attribute of eusocial societies; few 

individuals are reproductive ‘queens’ and most are non-reproductive workers, performing tasks for 

successful colony function. This distinct specialisation forms the basis of castes, subsets of 

individuals within a colony with specific roles. Castes of smaller, more primitive colonies (e.g. the 

paper wasps, Polistes spp.) are distinguished behaviourally, without alternative physical forms for 

each role (known as polymorphism). Larger, complex societies (e.g. the honeybees, Apis spp.) often 

have pre-determined and fixed morphological castes.  

 

Castes are an evolutionary problem for natural selection because individuals forego 

reproduction in favour of altruistic brood care. Eusociality is an efficient approach to colony living, 

having evolved independently at least eleven times (Wilson, 1971, p. 327). The haplodiploid mating 

system of the Hymenoptera creates unusual levels of relatedness between colony members; females 

develop from fertilised, diploid eggs, whilst males develop from unfertilised, haploid eggs (Wilson, 
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1971, p. 464), hence the average relatedness between full sisters is greater than between parent and 

daughter (Hamilton, 1964b). Therefore, how kin selection is adaptive is demonstrated in Box 1.  

 

 Caste differentiation can be altered by age, nutrition, physical environment, social 

environment or genetics. The aim of this review is to evaluate the significance of such factors on 

caste differentiation in eusocial Hymenoptera by determining their relative importance and 

interactions.  

 

Temporal Polyethism  

Temporal polyethism describes caste differentiation according to age, where younger workers 

perform brood nest tasks, such as nursing, and older workers perform foraging and defence further 

from the nest centre (Sendova-Franks & Franks, 1993). Note that there is little evidence of queens 

affected by this.   

 

European honeybee (Apis mellifera) workers perform cell cleaning until four days old 

(Calderone & Page, 1988; Seeley & Kolmes, 1991), while defence and foraging are performed by the 

oldest individuals (Breed et al.,1990). This system increases individual inclusive fitness via sibling 

protection, having already contributed to brood care. Such tasks involve increased energy expenditure 

and predation risk (Torres et al., 2012). Seeley (1982) defined four age-specific castes aside from the 

queen in an experimental colony, complementing the evidence that temporal polyethism is an 

important caste differentiation mechanism in A. mellifera. Polistes spp. and the Neotropical social 

wasps (Mischocyttarus spp.) castes are much the same – young workers nurse and older workers 

forage (Giannotti, 1999; Giray et al., 2005). While physically capable of these tasks throughout life, 

there is a clear association between age and the task performed. Calderone and Page (1988) argue 

Box 1. Hamilton (1964a) defined Inclusive Fitness as:  
 

𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 𝐹𝐹𝐼𝐼𝐹𝐹𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 = 𝐷𝐷𝐼𝐼𝐷𝐷𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐹𝐹 𝐹𝐹𝐼𝐼𝐹𝐹𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 + 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐷𝐷𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐹𝐹 𝐹𝐹𝐼𝐼𝐹𝐹𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 
 

Direct Fitness – offspring produced by self 
Indirect Fitness – offspring produced by relatives 

 
Castes are adaptive and kin selective due to Hamilton’s Rule:  
 

𝐷𝐷𝑟𝑟 > 𝐼𝐼 
 

r - relatedness to recipient 
b - benefit to recipient 

c - cost to actor 
 
A female worker undertakes the cost (c) of sacrificing her direct fitness to care for her siblings (b) 
to whom she has high relatedness (r) to increase her inclusive fitness via indirect fitness.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

that experience changes the threshold of response for later-life stimuli, suggesting older individuals 

are less inclined to perform nursing tasks. The evidence for temporal polyethism even in primitive 

species suggests it is a phylogenetically fundamental caste differentiation mechanism.   

 

Some ants exhibit the ‘foraging for work’ hypothesis where individuals fill roles not fully 

occupied by older, experienced workers (Traniello, 1978; Sendova-Franks & Franks, 1993). Some 

species demonstrate increasing worker age from the nest centre (Florida carpenter ant, Camponotus 

floridanus, Tripet & Nonacs, 2004) and increased behavioural variability with age (Camargo et al., 

2007) whilst others show little variation (ant, Amblyopone pallipes, Traniello, 1978). Such 

behavioural plasticity permits adaptation to unstable environments, which is imperative in small 

colonies of species of Amblyopone ants (Wilson, 1971, p. 436).  

 

Juvenile hormone is a likely to be a primary regulator of temporal polyethism; applying it to 

camoati wasp workers (Polybia occidentalis) increases the rate of development towards foraging 

(O’Donnell & Jeanne, 1993). Giray et al. (2005) found support for the idea that juvenile hormone 

initially had a regulatory role in reproduction and was subsequently divided among workers when 

they became specialised, which implies its potential widespread caste differentiation effect. Temporal 

polyethism could also act to reduce parasite transmission but has had limited attention (Lecocq et al., 

2016). Recently eclosed, or pupated, workers, having just emerged from their pupa, cannot expose 

the brood or queen to external parasites, which could be investigated by determining infection risk 

with exposure to foragers.  

 

Nutrition  

Nutritional (trophogenic) caste differentiation increases the aptitude of a colony to adapt to 

irregular environments through modification of food availability (Smith & Suarez, 2010). Most 

commonly, food alters larval developmental trajectories but is known to influence adults too.  

 

Royal Jelly  

Royal jelly is produced by A. mellifera nurse hypopharyngeal glands and preferentially fed to 

queen-destined larvae (Wilson, 1971, p. 172). Acting alongside geraniol from nurse labial gland 

secretions (Jarau et al., 2010), the component royalactin increases weight, ovary size, and juvenile 

hormone titre to induce third-instar queen-development (Wilson, 1971, p. 193; Kamakura, 2011). The 

genes for juvenile hormone titre are downstream of nutrient-sensing genes (Mutti et al., 2011) and 

are known to be influenced by insulin/insulin-like growth factor-1 signalling pathways (Fischman et 
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al., 2011). The evidence, therefore, suggests that royal jelly has an indirect effect through juvenile 

hormone titre to drastically alter larval development. 

 

Larval Development 

Larvae of the ant genus Myrmica larvae attempt to alter their developmental trajectory 

towards queens by ‘begging’ for increased provisioning from nurses (Creemers et al., 2003). Instead, 

fire ant (Solenopsis spp.) workers assess hunger using chemoreceptive antennae and maxillary palpi 

(Cassill & Tschinkel, 1995) and larvae of stingless bees (Plebeia spp.) are reared in equisized, mass-

provisioned cells to trophogenically predetermine queens (Alves et al., 2009) to avoid the conflict 

associated with queen-overproduction. 284 transcriptomes were differentially expressed between 

starved and well-fed Polistes spp. larva (Berens et al., 2015) yet were not caste-associated. Evidently, 

nutrition influences queen development in many eusocial species but is less prominent in primitive 

societies than in complex ones.   

 

Trophic Feeding Level  

Food quality can determine queens in some primitive societies. M. mastigophorus females 

with higher 15N content, associated with feeding at higher trophic levels, have more developed 

ovaries (O’Donnell et al., 2018) and Polistes spp. workers in better condition develop more eggs via 

the increased production of vitellogenin (Tibbetts et al., 2011). These studies demonstrate that feeding 

on higher quality food can accelerate individual ovary production to facilitate reproduction as a 

queen. Gyne pupae of the common wasp (Vespula vulgaris) have four times as much nitrogen as 

worker larvae, demonstrating how trophically different diets efficiently deliver nitrogen to queens 

(Smith & Suarez, 2010; Schmidt et al., 2012).  

 

Nutrition is the most powerful influence on morphological queen development, but further 

investigation of trophic feeding levels might accentuate its role in more primitive societies. The lack 

of evidence of trophogenic caste differentiation in ants could be a proxy for a lack of effect. 

Manipulating the quality and quantity of food provided to larvae and adults (see Daugherty et al., 

2011) isolates the effect of nutrition to study which component is responsible and its downstream 

physiological interactions.  

 

Physical Environment  

Physical influences on caste differentiation can be regulated by conspecifics or climate but 

are limited to few species at present.  

 

  

Seasonality 

Queen production can be seasonally dependent, as seen in Plebeia remota, a species of 

stingless bee (Alves et al., 2009) and A. mellifera (Wilson, 1971). Experimental overwintering of 

harvester ant (Pogonomyrmex spp.) queens lowers egg ecdysteroid levels, characteristic of queen-

destined larvae (Schwander et al., 2008), proposing a contingency mechanism for queen-loss during 

winter. Further research should highlight the impending effect of climate change on seasonality and 

the consequential conflict via overproduction of queens. Distinguishing to what extent seasons 

regulate caste differentiation is difficult to disentangle.  

 

Antennal Drumming  

Antennal drumming is performed by Polistes spp. foundresses rapidly drumming their 

antennae on larval cells before trophallaxis, the transfer of food to larvae (Gadeau & Fewell, 2009, 

p. 243; Suryanarayanan et al., 2010; Mignini & Lorenzi, 2015). Repeating such vibrations is costly 

and is performed only on third-instar larval cells; the stage at which other eusocial insects diverge 

caste-trajectories (Suryanarayanan & Jeanne, 2008; Suryanarayanan et al., 2010). Therefore, as 

shown through experimental antennal drumming on queen-destined larvae, overproduction of queens 

is prevented by biasing larvae towards worker phenotypes by inhibiting the synthesis of fat stores and 

proteins (Jeanne and Suryanrayanan, 2010; Suryanarayanan et al., 2011). Antennal drumming occurs 

more frequently earlier in the colony cycle during worker production (Suryanarayanan et al., 2011), 

providing further evidence of its highly influential role in worker caste differentiation.   

   

Royal Cells  

Queen-destined bee larvae (except Meliponia stingless bees) are reared in large, ‘royal’ cells 

(Wilson, 1971; Ribeiro & Alves, 2001; Faustino et al., 2002). Rearing queen-destined larvae in 

worker cells produces significantly smaller queens with fewer ovarioles (Spradbery, 1993; Ribeiro & 

Alves, 2001). Larval plasticity persists up to the third-instar in the German wasp (Vespula 

germanica), shown through cell-swapping (Spradbery, 1993) to confirm that cell size is a significant 

developmental influence on caste differentiation, which is further supported by the occurrence of 

‘giant males’ from royal cells (Alves et al., 2009). There is little evidence of royal cells in primitive 

societies, implying its restriction to societies with morphological castes.  

 

Examples of physical caste differentiation are limited, perhaps due to their biological 

interactions. For instance, Suryanarayanan et al. (2011) hypothesised that antennal drumming adjusts 

juvenile hormone titre to epigenetically modify developmental trajectories, however studying this 

interaction requires a multi-disciplinary approach involving behavioural ecologists and molecular 
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geneticists, highlighting its complexity. Studies of the epigenetic effects of both antennal drumming 

and juvenile hormone, in addition to the physiological mechanisms upon which cell size acts, can 

help further analyse the extent to which physical caste differentiation acts.    

 

Social Environment  

Most studies of social caste differentiation use primitively eusocial genera. Castes of these 

genera are reproductively capable (Molina & Donnell, 2009), so social caste differentiation creates 

conflict between equally matched individuals (Strassman et al., 2002). It is not known to affect larval 

development. 

 

Early queen-removal studies in P. fuscatus queens demonstrate that individual departure rate 

decreases, and the number of workers increases which emphasises the queen’s influence on caste 

differentiation (Reeve & Gamboa, 1987). Colony aggression is also higher in P. dominulus queen 

removal treatments (Strassman et al., 2004) so this effect might be widespread. Nestmate removal in 

P. instabilis also triggers increased aggression from dominant females and increased foraging activity 

by subordinate individuals (Molina & O’Donnell, 2009). Dominance within a colony appears to be a 

key regulator of behavioural caste differentiation.  

 

Female dominance status in social paper wasp workers (Mischocyttarus mastigophorus) is 

closely linked to individual ovary development, in turn negatively correlated with foraging rate 

(Markiewicz & O’Donnell, 2001). Those who forage less show increased aggression and an increased 

likelihood of becoming queen. A single worker of an Old-World paper wasp species (Ropalidia 

marginata) exhibits hyper-aggression following queen-loss, consequentially taking up the role 

(Chakraborty et al., 2018). Reproductive conflict increases with rate of ovary development which is 

heightened after queen removal in many species (Markiewicz & O’Donnell, 2001; Strassman et al., 

2002; Strassman et al., 2004; Smith et al., 2007), highlighting the importance of dominance and 

aggression in caste differentiation in societies where individuals are morphologically similar.   

 

Sociogenomics  

First defined by Robinson et al. (2005) as “the study of the molecular basis of sociality”, 

sociogenomics aims to “achieve a comprehensive understanding of social life in molecular terms” 

(Smith et al., 2008). Workers have similar or identical genotypes yet belong to castes with significant 

polymorphisms, which sociogenomics seeks to explain by differential gene expression. The 

environment is undoubtedly influential for caste differentiation, but the fundamental mechanism of 

variation could be differential gene expression. In particular, transcriptomics and the increasing 

  

availability of technology such as the Quantitative Reverse Transcription Polymerase Chain Reaction 

(qRT-PCR) now allow this to be tested (Grozinger et al, 2007; Simola et al., 2013).  

 

Epigenetics and DNA Methylation 

Epigenetics is the study of “stably heritable phenotypes resulting from changes in a 

chromosome without alterations in the DNA sequence” (Berger et al., 2009). A common measure 

used in epigenetic studies is DNA methylation, the addition of methyl groups to cytosine at CG 

sequences of the genome (Lawrence, 2016). Primitive eusocial societies are thought to lack 

methylation to achieve greater behavioural plasticity, whilst complex societies have morphologically 

fixed castes and increased methylation (Patalano et al., 2015; Standage et al., 2016).  

 

A. mellifera has been a focus of sociogenomic research since the publication of its 

significantly hypermethylated genome (The Honeybee Genome Sequencing Consortium, 2006), 

favouring Patalano et al.’s (2015) hypothesis. Even prior to genome publication, Whitfield et al. 

(2003) distinguished nurses and foragers by brain gene expression and Robinson et al. (2005) showed 

messenger RNA (mRNA) levels of the For gene were higher in foragers than nurses. Grozinger et al. 

(2007) then found over 2,000 differentially expressed genes between queens and sterile workers, 

adding to mounting evidence of significant differential gene expression between A. mellifera castes. 

Elango et al., (2009) found hypermethylated caste-specific genes involved in development, 

emphasised further by a genome-wide analysis demonstrating that larval caste plasticity is limited to 

four days old, at which there becomes a significant methylation difference between queens and 

workers (Shi et al., 2013).  

 

To counter Patalano et al. (2015), Weiner et al. (2013) found that P. dominula had more 

hypermethylated regions than other Polistes species. However, castes behave more significantly 

different in this species than others of the genus (Weiner et al., 2013) implying that increased 

methylation occurs with increasing caste differences. To further support this, 381 loci are 

differentially expressed between P. dominula queens and workers, markedly in metabolic and 

neurotransmitter activity (Standage et al., 2016). These studies have started to reveal specific 

differentially expressed genes contributing to caste differentiation. Methylation is predominant in 

species with high caste polymorphism and identifying the functions and environmental interactions 

of specific genes should form the next step in sociogenomic research.  

 

Differential expression of insulin-pathway genes between castes is commonly found. Toth et 

al. (2007) found insulin-related genes associated with provisioning and reproductive behaviour in 
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both castes of P. metricus, prompting exploration into similar effects in complex societies. Brain 

AmIlp1 and abdomen AmInR1 and 2 are significantly more highly expressed in A. mellifera foragers 

than nurses (Ament et al., 2008) exemplifying the involvement of insulin signalling in caste 

differentiation. The IGFn gene in the insulin signalling pathway is downregulated in A. mellifera 

queen larvae (Shi et al., 2013), and RNA interference-mediated knockdown of insulin receptor 

substrates alters the caste-fate of A. mellifera larvae to a worker (Mutti et al., 2010). Insulin pathways, 

therefore, must be integral to worker caste differentiation. Food deprivation affects gene expression 

of insulin-like peptide 2 in P. metricus, to increase forager numbers (Daugherty et al., 2011); crucial 

plasticity for colony stability during periods of starvation. While the specific role of the insulin 

pathway remains unclear, overwhelming evidence proposes that it is highly influential for worker 

castes. Nutritional manipulation alongside differential gene expression measurements can provide 

more detail.    

 

Weiner et al. (2013) suggest that DNA methylation is most important when caste 

differentiation is fixed during larval stages in more complex social species such as A. mellifera, which 

is shown to be supported here. However, research does now suggest a role for DNA methylation in 

primitive societies. DNA methylation is thought to impact genomic imprinting, an epigenetic 

mechanism whereby offspring inherit parental expression of a gene (Elango et al., 2009), the further 

implications of which are not yet known.  

 

Patrilines  

The presence of multiple queens (polygyny) create multiple patrilines which can dilute the 

colony relatedness that maintains castes (Wilson, 1971, p. 330). This has been most studied in A. 

mellifera which is known to have up to 17 different worker patrilines in a single colony (Calderone 

& Page, 1988).  

 

Kolmes et al. (1989) artificially inseminated A. mellifera queens and found a significant 

difference in the age of onset of foraging between patrilines, demonstrating another potential 

mechanism of temporal polyethism. A. mellifera workers can discriminate between patrilines via 

cuticular hydrocarbons (Châline et al., 2003) and suggests the adaptive value of discriminating 

patrilines, agreeing with Hamilton (1964) that workers are more inclined to altruistically care for their 

sisters to whom they have highest relatedness. Policing behaviour – selectively destroying male-

destined eggs laid by workers – varies between patrilines in A. mellifera (Ernst et al., 2017) which 

supports this idea of preference and provides a heritable basis for such behaviour. Patrilines also differ 

  

between nectar and pollen foragers (Robinson & Page, 1989) suggesting that patrilines might 

predispose individuals to certain caste behaviour.  

 

Patrilines have a direct influence on size in a genus of New World ants (Acromyrmex), causing 

subfamily differences even between workers and queens, of which is also found through artificial 

insemination (Hughes & Boomsma, 2008). Most research on patrilines currently suggests that they 

influence physical attributes between workers. Artificial insemination has proven an important tool 

for isolating the effect of patrilines and could be utilised in multiple eusocial genera to broaden this 

connection.   

 

Conclusion  

This review has outlined a variety of mechanisms through which the eusocial Hymenoptera 

can regulate caste differentiation. The extent to which castes are determined by the environment lies 

along a spectrum shown below in Figure 1. Note that the high impact end of the spectrum contains 

factors thought to act through differential gene expression. In addition, this review has identified that 

the most influential caste differentiation factors, physical environment and nutrition, are those 

determining queen and worker castes.  

 
This field would benefit from increased species representation. A. mellifera is overrepresented 

in the literature, potentially attributable to its species charisma and ease of use in lab studies. 

However, this is problematic as findings from such a complex society cannot be extrapolated to more 

primitive species.  

 

To increase comparability of behavioural studies, universal ethograms for species would 

avoid issues seen by Seeley & Kolmes (1991) where the temporal polyethism of A. mellifera was 

disputed due to differing descriptions. However, this field is moving towards more sociogenomic 
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studies which could be further accelerated by genome comparisons of the queen and worker castes 

of many species to identify common genes with potential caste differentiation roles, while controlling 

for phylogeny. The function of such genes could then be studied and inferences about the behaviour 

and morphology of castes made. Manipulative experiments investigating the effects of antennal 

drumming, climate and nutrition on differential gene expression should also be prioritised since 

inferences have already been made about their involvement. Determining if differential gene 

expression is influential in behavioural caste differentiation might reveal new caste differentiation 

factors. This review has emphasised that there is still much to learn and new technology will help 

uncover more about the lives of eusocial insects.  
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How can an understanding of social evolution improve our treatment of cancer? – Hugh 

Richards 

Abstract  

Over the 20th century, social evolution has been described in terms of Darwinian principles. 

Despite the vast amount of cancer research, control of tumour growth and metastasis 

remains elusive. Research into the social behaviours of bacterial populations has 

conceptually illuminated analogies to cancer cell populations, principally through the use 

of game theory. Now, research increasingly uses social evolution to understand cancer, 

highlighting competitive and cooperative interactions of cancer cells as well as` with 

neighbouring cells. More recent research has applied this concept to methods of treatment, 

with two approaches beginning to develop: treating the player and treating the game. 

Treatments informed by social evolutionary principles show great promise. As this is an 

emerging field, more research and clinical trials are required to elucidate new and effective 

treatment methods. Broader education of medical professionals should add contributions to 

the literature and help convince the public of the merits of this approach to cancer treatment.  

 

Introduction 

1. Social Evolution  

Sociality and its associated behaviours (especially cooperation) long proved difficult for 

evolutionary biologists to explain in the context of Darwinian evolution (see Appendix for 

glossaries of underlined terms). Though puzzling initially, various advancements in the 20th 

century began to describe social evolution by natural selection.   

 

In 1964, Hamilton suggested cooperation could be favoured if it improves an individual’s 

fitness either directly or indirectly (West et al., 2007). An indirect fitness benefit is 

described by Inclusive Fitness Theory (IFT) (Hamilton, 1964). This explains how, through 

kin selection, cooperation can be beneficial if it increases the reproductive success of 

relatives. In 1971, Trivers discussed the altruism seen between non-kin and how this could 

be adaptive as well, stating reciprocity as a mechanism for non-kin altruism to persist in 

social populations (Trivers, 1971). Trivers also introduced the concept of ‘cheaters’ in 

social populations, who free-ride on the benefits derived from the cooperative actions of 

others, and how these cheaters are policed (West et al., 2007). Despite the growing body 

of research on the evolution of social behaviour, there was an increasing need for a 

quantitative method for describing and modelling the interactions between organisms. In 

1973, Maynard-Smith & Price applied game theory (from economics) to evolutionary 

biology (Maynard-Smith & Price, 1973). Game theory models the fitness of interacting 

phenotypes, which is dependent on their frequency in a population (Killingback & Doebli, 

1996), establishing which behavioural interactions are evolutionarily stable strategies 

(ESS) (Maynard-Smith & Price, 1973). In 1981, Axelrod & Hamilton “formalised in terms 

of game theory” the Darwinian evolution of cooperation (Axelrod & Hamilton, 1981). 

Since then, game theory has been used as a framework to describe the interactions between 

individuals in many biological disciplines.  

 

2. Cancer   

Cancer can be defined as a malignant neoplasm. Cancer can arise in many animal tissues 

(Bos, 1989), with errors in DNA replication producing high heterogeneity between 

daughter cells (Axelrod et al., 2006). Despite this variety, there is commonality between 

cancers. The development of cancer is rooted in changes to the genome of the host, guided 

by mutations in oncogenes and tumour suppressor genes. One example is mutations in the 

Ras family of signal transduction proteins, where point mutations convert them into “active 

oncogenes” (Bos, 1989). Another example is mutant forms of the tumour-suppressor 

protein, p53, which is common to approximately 50% of all cancers (Greaves, 2015). These 

mutations are the foundation for the traits driving neoplasia to malignancy. Six traits are 

thought to be common to all cancers, entitled the ‘six hallmarks of cancer’ (Hanahan & 

Weinberg, 2000). Research into the shared traits of cancer has informed on the processes 

underlying the disease, in turn assisting and directing treatment efforts. A key focus of 

cancer research is metastasis, which is responsible for 90% of cancer deaths (Hanahan & 

Weinberg, 2000; Wu et al., 2015).   

As cancer cells are individuals in a society of trillions (the whole organism), much of their 

behaviour can be classed as social. But how applicable is social evolutionary theory (SET) 

to cancer?  
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3. Is SET theoretically applicable to cancer?  

Of the six hallmarks of cancer, three pertain to sociality in cancer. Autonomous growth 

signalling and angiogenesis involve the production and detection of molecules, such as the 

vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) (Axelrod et al., 2006). As finite resources, these 

molecules can be the subject of competition, and yet can also form the basis for cooperation. 

(Axelrod et al., 2006). Metastasis too can be seen as a social behaviour, where tumours 

cells use cues from their neighbours to infer population density and consequently when to 

separate and avoid competition by finding a new ‘habitat’ (Wu et al., 2015; Hickson et al., 

2009). But how can we apply the concepts of cooperation and competition, typically used 

to describe social behaviour at the organismal level, to cancer cells?  

 

Firstly, it is critical to note that behaviour is not limited to sentient organisms. Indeed, as 

the behaviour of bacteria becomes increasingly catalogued, high degrees of complexity 

emerge in the literature (Axelrod & Hamilton, 1981; Crespi, 2001; Li et al., 2015). Though 

Levitis et al. define behaviour as the “internally coordinated responses of whole living 

organisms” to stimuli (Levitis et al., 2009), the parallels between bacteria and cancer cells 

are strong, with some being direct (Hickson et al., 2009). Furthermore, through the study 

of animal societies, it becomes apparent that cancer cells have direct parallels here also.  

 

Cancer as a societal cheat: each of the traits seen to evolve in cancer enable escape from 

the regulatory mechanisms restricting uncontrolled growth in the body (Greaves, 2015; 

Hanahan & Weinberg, 2000). In this way, the behaviour of cancer cells is analogous to that 

seen in societies of organisms. Take the example of a eusocial Hymenoptera (an order of 

insects which includes ants, bees, and wasps) colony (Riehl & Frederickson, 2016). Some 

individual females choose to reproduce, rather than to help rear the queen’s progeny (their 

siblings). This is directly analogous to cancer cells ‘choosing’ their proliferation over the 

proliferation of the reproductive cells of the germ line. Worker policing in Hymenopterans 

(for example, the removal of non-queen eggs) is an adaptation attempting to restrict such 

reproduction, as are the many regulatory mechanisms in the body which restrict 

uncontrolled proliferation of cells. Though one is at the cellular level and the other is at the 

organismal level, in strict evolutionary terms they are exactly the same; that is, an 

individual defecting from cooperation on the societal level to directly increase the rate of 

propagation of its own genes. Consequently, we can conclude that cancer cells are 

individuals engaging in social behaviour, and therefore that the laws of social evolution 

apply to this context. 

 

4. Cancer as a social phenomenon  

Over the last two decades, research has increasingly focused on viewing cancer as a 

primarily evolutionary process (Gatenby & Vincent, 2003; Axelrod et al., 2006; Greaves, 

2015). Now, this perspective is being carried further by assessing the social aspect of the 

evolution of cancer. Genome sequencing of cancer cells has revealed a greater degree of 

heterogeneity between individuals or groups of individuals within a tumour than was 

previously thought (Axelrod et al., 2006; Archetti et al., 2015; Kaznatcheev et al., 2019). 

This finding has changed how tumour populations are perceived, contributing to the view 

of a tumour where heterogeneity is the basis of competition between populations of 

subclones. It has also generated research into how heterogenous subclones of cancer can 

cooperate to evade host defences and treatment.  

 

Cancer as a competitor: as genetically diverse individuals in a population, cancer cells 

compete with one another (Archetti et al., 2015; Enriquez-Navas et al., 2016; Kaznatcheev 

et al., 2019). This competition exists over public goods in the environment, for example 

growth factors (Archetti et al., 2015), and space (Greaves, 2015; Archetti et al., 2015).   

Cancer as a co-operator: research into the population dynamics of bacterial colonies 

(Crespi, 2001; Palmer & Kishony, 2013; Li et al., 2015) has illuminated how the 

cooperative behaviours exhibited could apply to cancers also, such as dispersal (fruiting 

bodies of Dictyostelium species), and communication (quorum sensing) (Crespi, 2001). 

Each of these have analogies in tumours, with cooperation as a common theme throughout.  

Figure 1: Cooperation between heterogeneous populations of cancer cells through by-product mutualisms, for 

example growth factors. Each population produces a different factor, but sharing through paracrine effects enables 

both cell lines to proliferate (Axelrod et al., 2006) 
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Axelrod et al. (2006) theoretically formalised the idea of cooperation between tumour cells, 

hypothesising that mutations in certain subclones result in the production of diffusible 

elements that are shared among the cancer cell population. In this way, cancer cells engage 

in commensal and mutualistic (aka. cooperative) behaviour (Axelrod et al., 2006). All 

hallmarks relating to diffusible  elements may be facilitated through this cooperative 

mechanism, and it may be a key causal factor in the frequency of cancer. Gatenby & 

Vincent’s (2003) work supports this idea. Their quantitative model indicates how multiple 

multicellular populations of cancer cells could cooperatively coexist.   

 
In spite of this wealth of cancer research, it remains a highly fatal disease with an estimated 

9.6 million deaths of the 18.1 million global cases in 2018 (Ferlay et al., 2019). Though 

SET is theoretically relevant to cancer, there is limited literature on how it could be applied 

to cancer treatment. Could this new outlook generate new, and even more effective, 

therapies?  

  

5. SET in oncology: treating the player  

From this basis of using SET to understand cancer, two approaches have begun to develop 

from the literature, derived primarily from evolutionary game theory (EGT): treating the 

player (the cancer cell) and treating the games they are playing. Treating the player involves 

understanding how cancer cells interact with their neighbouring body cells, cancer cells, 

and microenvironment, and using this knowledge to directly treat trends toward malignancy 

within the cancer cell.   

 

One way to treat cancer cells themselves is to block their communication. Palmer & 

Kishony (2013) highlighted how high-throughput genotyping can help to track evolution 

of antibiotic resistance, through horizontal gene transfer (HGT), in bacterial species. HGT 

can be viewed, from a social perspective, as a form of communication (a critical component 

of all societies). A similar phenomenon was identified in cancer cells by Chen et al. (2014), 

showing how chemoresistance can be transmitted using exosomes as vehicles. Cancer cells 

communicate with normal cells also. Kalas et al. (2005) indicated how cancer cells can 

release soluble factors to down-regulate the production of inhibitors of angiogenesis by 

fibroblasts, hence accelerating tumour growth. Modulating, or preventing, the release of 

these vehicles of communication could, therefore, both maintain the efficacy of therapies 

and slow tumour growth.  

 

In a similar way, Hickson et al. (2009) report how parallels between quorum sensing in 

bacteria and metastasis of ovarian cancer cells could inform treatment. Cancer cells may 

use a similar mechanism to detect when the tumour is large enough to successfully 

metastasise (Hickson et al., 2009). Understanding this mechanism may prove critical in the 

prediction of metastasis. Furthermore, considering the inhibition of quorum sensing in 

chemoresistant bacterial populations could cause reversion to a sensitive state, a similar 

treatment blocking this behaviour in cancer cells could prove fruitful also (LaSarre & 

Federle, 2013).  

  

6. SET in oncology: treating the game  

Rather than treating the cancer cells and the mechanisms of interaction, the alternative 

approach is to classify then influence the interactions (i.e. the games) cancer cells are 

playing. Models built through EGT have been highly effective here.   

 

As mentioned, constraining the development of tumours toward metastasis is essential in 

limiting cancer mortalities. Wu et al. (2015) were the first to suggest the role EGT could 

play in predictively modelling metastatic cancer progression. They highlight the 

importance of investigating whether there is a predictive path to metastasis. As opposed to 

the complex ‘bottom-up’ approach of cataloguing the molecular events producing 

metastasis (Meyer & Hart, 1998), Wu et al. support the use of the ‘top-down’ EGT 

approach, modelling the dynamics and interactions of cancer populations to produce a 

predictive framework for metastasis.   

 
As well as predicting metastasis, EGT could be used to stabilise tumour growth. Archetti 

et al. (2015) claim the cooperation between cancer cells can be a basis for treatment. Some 

cancer cells produce public goods, such as growth factors, in a paracrine manner. Cells not 

producing these goods can ‘free-ride’ on their benefit without paying the cost of their 

production; hence, they are fitter and should drive producing cells to extinction. Archetti et 

al. did not find this. Populations of cells sharing insulin-like growth factor II (IGF-II), 

which stimulates cell growth and inhibits apoptosis, were modelled using EGT. 
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Heterogeneity was maintained if its effect was non-linear (typical of biological molecules, 

through processes like diminishing returns). This could maintain competition within a 

tumour, restricting tumour growth. This research could also be applied to inform on other 

aspects of cancer relating to public goods, such as angiogenesis or metastasis.    

 

Kaznatcheev et al. (2019) considered the games played by subpopulations of non-small 

cell lung cancer (NSCLC), resistant and sensitive to Alectinib (NSCLC drug treatment). 

Alectinib inhibits the activity of oncogenic products yet, despite being generally effective 

as a treatment, relapse is common. This is in part due to the protective action of cancer-

associated fibroblasts (CAFs) and other effects of the microenvironment. To investigate 

this, the authors performed a competitive fitness assay with mixed cultures of sensitive and 

resistant cells under an Alectinib treatment regime. The two strategies can be seen as 

partially inter-dependent on one another, as resistant cells do better in a mixed tumour 

population. Treating resistance and sensitivity as opposing strategies, interactions were 

described by an EGT matrix. This revealed two games: Leader (first outlined by Rapoport, 

1967) and Deadlock. Deadlock is a game in which each player wants to defect irrespective 

of the other player’s actions. In other words, cooperation cannot occur and both cells are 

locked into competition. With the resistant strategy being fittest, a population of resistant 

cancer cells is ultimately produced. Cancer cells untreated with Alectinib, however, follow 

the Leader game. In this game, frequency dependent selection holds the tumour in a stable 

heterogeneous state of both sensitive and resistant cells. This research shows, therefore, 

how treatment can affect the games cancers are playing. Ultimately, this can have 

ramifications for the effectiveness of treatment by preventing resistant populations from 

becoming dominant. Crucially, it shows that informed administration of treatments can 

force chemoresistant cancer subpopulations into playing a game that is suboptimal, 

permitting treatment to “steer [the] tumour to a more desirable result”.  The authors claim 

this research to be the first empirical application of EGT to treatment in oncology. Although 

there are problems with this approach (see 8. Potential for the future), it has supplemented 

support for pre-existing evolutionary therapies of cancer treatment.   

 

7. Clinical applications of SET to cancer treatment  

Perceiving cancer as a social evolutionary phenomenon and using this approach to direct 

treatment is a fast-growing but underdeveloped field, relative to cancer research as a whole. 

However, some studies are beginning to take the concepts and theoretical research outlined 

above and apply them in the clinical context of medical trials, with promising results.   

In 2009, Gatenby et al. outlined the adaptive therapy approach. This therapy acknowledges 

the disparity between the dynamic, evolving cancer system and the rigid treatment 

protocols currently employed. It highlights the fitness cost of chemoresistance in absence 

of treatment, and how continuous application of chemotherapy kills sensitive cells leaving 

chemoresistant subpopulations intact. By exploiting the costs of resistance, these therapies 

avoid competitive release. Consequently, the adaptive therapy approach suggests 

continuous regulation of tumour populations. It is this concept that laid the foundation for 

future clinical work. 

 

Enriquez-Navas et al. (2016) continued in this vein of thought, applying adaptive therapy 

to the control of breast cancer. Chemotherapy was used to treat breast cancer in a mouse 

model system. Though initial tumour control required intensive therapy, once control was 

achieved adaptive therapy saw consistently lower dosages to maintain control in 60-80% 

of test subjects, even resulting in weeks where no treatment is necessary. This may be 

perceived, by laypeople, as not a treatment at all, and yet the effect of a lowered dosage 

would certainly have a non-trivial effect on patient quality of life. There is problem of 

applicability of model systems to human health. Now, however, the results of human trials 

are being explored.  

 

Zhang et al. (2017) investigated the efficacy of adaptive therapy on metastatic prostate 

cancer (mPC) in a human pilot trial. Zhang et al. used EGT models to “frame population 

dynamics before and during Abiratone therapy”. This identified three cell types within the 

tumour, and indicated that increasing the spread of competition between the types would 

reduce the likelihood that all can coexist. Histological data show median time to 

progression (MTTP; a measure of the time it takes for a disease to worsen or spread) was 

approximately 16.5 months under a maximum tolerated dose (MTD) protocol. When 

treated under an adaptive therapy protocol however, with treatment synchronised with 

intratumoural (within-tumour) evolutionary dynamics, the MTTP was at least 27 months 

with the dosage 47% of that administered under MTD. Though the sample size was small 
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(11 subjects), this study indicates the potential of adaptive therapy for extending and 

improving the quality of patient’s lives.   

  

8. Potential for the future  

A promising direction for the future would be further application of ecological principles. 

Tumours are increasingly being perceived as ecosystems of different cell types within a 

microenvironment (Kalas et al., 2005; Greaves, 2015; Kaznatcheev et al., 2019). One such 

example is the analogy provided by Gatenby et al. (2009). Here, the authors approximate 

dispersal of cancer (metastasis) to the invasiveness of alien species, highlighting that 

resistance to control methods is limited by the phenotypic cost of said resistance. This 

concept informed the effective method of adaptive therapy. Drawing further analogies from 

ecology may provide new treatments for cancer in the future.   

 

In addition to this, recent research by Thomas et al. (2018) took the concept of adaptive 

therapy and hypothesised that a similar mechanism exists naturally within organisms. 

‘Natural adaptive therapy’ (NAT) poses that natural selection has favoured immune system 

suppression to prevent tumours from becoming dominated by malignant and resistant cell 

subpopulations (in the same manner in which adaptive therapy functions).  This, in turn, 

Figure 2: how maximum tolerated dose (MTD) drives the treatment to achieve a stable, non-growing 

dominance of chemoresistant cell lines, and how adaptive therapy avoids this (Meyer & Hart, 1998). 

would increase fitness by extending lifespan and therefore reproductive success. Not only 

is this an interesting phenomenon to consider from an evolutionary perspective, further 

characterisation of NAT may further inform current, as well as guide novel, clinical 

treatment strategies. 

Despite current and future directions seeming encouraging, there are a number of issues 

surrounding the combination of SET and cancer.  Firstly, as a relatively new area of 

research, there are few critiques on where SET would fail to inform on cancer treatment. 

Also, SET may be more applicable to some cancers than others. Intratumoural competition 

is required for accurate application of social evolution, so cancers lacking this may not be 

treatable through this method (Zhang et al., 2017). Identifying potential issues with SET-

informed treatments of cancer is critical to clinically developing the approach.  

 

Secondly, more clinical trials are required before the treatments could be integrated into 

health services. Despite initial clinical trials being promising (Enriquez-Navas et al., 2016; 

Zhang et al., 2017), more need to be performed, with a greater number of patients, before 

the treatment protocols inspired by SET can be applied more generally. With regard to a 

game theoretical approach, more research identifying the specific games being played by 

cancer cells will indubiously illuminate new approaches to tumour control.  

 

Lastly, there is the problem of education. As Kaznatcheev et al. noted, when treating the 

game cancer cells are playing, neither outcomes are optimal for the patient (Kaznatcheev 

et al., 2019). Treating a cancer by not treating a cancer, as it were, may be a difficult concept 

to explain and promote to patients. The solution to this lies with education. Until medical 

professionals are taught and well-versed in the theories of social evolution and how they 

can be used to treat cancer, not only will research be stunted in medical circles but also, 

doctors will not be able to enthuse their patients about the effectiveness of such treatments 

either.   

 
Combining education with continued research and clinical trials shows great promise for 

the future of conscientious and SET-informed treatment of the fatal evolutionary 

phenomenon that is cancer.  
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Appendix 1: Glossaries of Terms  

Glossary of Terms: Social Evolution  

Altruism: behaviour that benefits a non-closely related organism, while being detrimental to the organism 

performing the behaviour (Trivers, 1971)  

Commensalism: a social interaction in which one individual benefits, while the other is unaffected 

(Wilson, 1980)  

Evolutionarily stable strategy (ESS): a strategy such that, should most of the population adopt it, no  

‘mutant’ strategy can confer higher fitness (Maynard-Smith & Price, 1973)  

Eusocial: a social state of a species, in which: (i) individuals cooperate over caring for young (directly or 

indirectly); (ii) reproductive roles are fixed (typically with sterile individuals raising the offspring of 

fecund group members); (iii) an overlap of generations results in offspring assisting parents (Wilson, 1980) 

Frequency dependent selection: process by which the fitness of a phenotype and selection upon it is 

dependent on its frequency relative to the frequencies of other phenotypes within a population  

Kin selection: selective pressure which drives the evolution of traits which improve the reproductive 

success of kin, consequently improving the individual’s own fitness through the proliferation of shared 

alleles  

Mutualism: a social interaction in which both individuals benefit; analogous to cooperation (West et al., 

2007)  

Phenotype: the physical expression of the genotype, including its interaction with the environment. For 

example, the phenotype of the gene coding for eye colour would be blue eyes, green eyes, etc.  

Sociality: degree to which organisms tend to aggregate, and live socially 

Glossary of Terms: Oncology  

Angiogenesis: the growth of new blood vessels, supplying oxygen and nutrients to cancer cells (Bos, 

1989)  

Apoptosis: programmed cell death (Hanahan & Weinberg, 2000)  

Competitive release: in the context of cancer treatment, rapid proliferation of chemoresistant  cancer cell 

populations due to the elimination of chemosensitive populations and consequent loss of competition 

(Archetti et al., 2015)  
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Diffusible elements: molecules which, once produced and released, diffuse from their source into the 

surrounding environment. Consequently, such elements can be deemed public goods through being non-

selective in recipients (c.f. molecules shared via the extracellular matrix; Axelrod et al., 2006) 

 

Exosome: small vesicle that contains RNA and proteins which, upon release, have important regulatory 

effects on nearby cells (Ferlay et al., 2019)  

 

Fibroblast: a type of connective-tissue cell, which secretes an extracellular matrix (ECM) contributing to 

tissue structure (Molecular Biology of the Cell, 4th Edition) 

 

Horizontal gene transfer (HGT): genetic information transmitted between individuals, typically seen in 

bacteria (Hickson et al., 2009); similar and analogous process now seen between cancer cells (Riehl & 

Frederickson, 2016) 

Metastasis: the invasion of new tissues by pioneer cancer cells from the initial tumour, producing a 

secondary tumour (Bos, 1989) 

Microenvironment: the environment surrounding cancer cells, comprised of normal somatic cells, other  

cancer cells, and any other chemical or architectural factors in the locality  

Neoplasm: a group of cells with excessive and abnormal growth (Bos, 1989)  

 

Oncogenes: genes involved in cell proliferation, which, once mutated, produce uncontrolled growth  

(Bos, 1989; Riehl & Frederickson, 2017)  

Paracrine: secreted into a nearby tissue (Axelrod et al., 2006)  

 

Quorum Sensing: cell-cell communication coordinating gene expression in a population (LaSarre & 

Federle, 2013) 

  

Tumour-suppressor genes: genes involved in regulating cell proliferation, which, once mutated fail to 

control growth (Bos, 1989; Enriquez-Navas et al., 2016) 

Heterogeneity: a diverse or varied state (particularly, in the context of cells, of genomes)  

 

Preference of food type from supplementary feeding in UK bird species, and the effect of this 

preference on vigilance behaviour – James Hanson 

  

Abstract 

Supplementary feeding of birds is a global phenomenon, potentially causing birds to prefer 

certain food types. This has affected different avian behaviours, including vigilance behaviour. The 

effect of different food types on vigilance is under-represented in the literature. This study aims to 

identify bird preference in food type, looking at species in Manor Woods Valley nature reserve in 

Bristol, and to see how the type of food affected their vigilance. Birds were found to prefer 

mealworms more, potentially due to their higher fat content, than mixed seeds. Food type did not 

significantly affect vigilance behaviour, but there was variation between species in being vigilant. 

Temperature was found to significantly affect the time being vigilant on feeders, which suggests 

birds may require supplementary feeding when weather conditions become aversive. These results 

are amongst the first to look at the impact of food type on vigilance behaviour. 

 

Introduction 

Supplementary feeding birds can be defined as providing artificial food for wild birds, 

predominantly with the use of feeders (Orros et al., 2015). Initially a winter activity, supplementary 

feeding occurs over the course of a year, and has become a global phenomenon (Galbraith et al., 

2017). With an increase in the number of people living in urban environments, a call to be 

‘reconnected’ with nature has been answered with activities such as feeding garden birds (Davies et 

al., 2009). As well as establishing this connection between people and nature, it improves foraging 

conditions for species and allows species diversity to be monitored (Jones and Reynolds, 2008). 

Therefore, it is no surprise that the UK alone spends approximately 200 million pounds a year on 

food and equipment with one study finding that 75% suburban households in Cardiff use feeders 

(Davies et al., 2009; Cowie and Hinsley, 1988a). 

 

Despite this, effects on the birds caused by supplementary feeding are not fully understood. 

Whilst Robb et al. (2008) found that supplementary feeding increases the number of successfully 

fledged chicks, another study found that supplementary fed parent birds had chicks weighing less 

than the chicks from non-supplementary fed parents (Plummer et al., 2013). These are examples of 

‘carry-over’ effects; decisions made by the species in one season, which will affect subsequent 

seasons (Robb et al., 2008). Birds will depend on artificial feeders more in winter when food is 

scarce, and this can influence their body size, survival rate, and different behaviours (Crates et al., 

2016). 



524 525

 

One behaviour that could be affected by supplementary feeding is aggression to other 

individuals. Species density positively correlates with food density, which could see aggressive 

interactions arise, as dominant and subordinate individuals clash (Galbraith et al., 2015). Another 

behaviour that could be affected by supplementary feeding is vigilance. Vigilance can be described 

as an individual’s ability to scan their surroundings for predators, rivals, or other species 

(Beauchamp, 2010). A preferred type of food could cause species to be more vigilant around the 

food source, and defend it from other species. Whilst there are studies reporting many cases of bird 

species showing vigilance, not many discuss vigilance at supplementary feeders, and how the type 

of food may affect this vigilance behaviour. 

 

In view of this, this current study therefore tests three principal hypotheses relating to UK 

birds and their behaviour at supplementary feeders. Firstly, whether birds have a preference in the 

type of food provided for them. Secondly, whether this preference between food types is different 

between species. The final hypothesis tests to see which factors, including the type of food, affect 

vigilance behaviour at supplementary feeders. 

 

Methods 

Study Site 

The study site of this experiment was Manor Woods Valley nature reserve, Bishopsworth, 

Bristol (51.4244° N, 2.6083° W). This urban green space has several different habitats, with ancient 

woodland being the chosen study area for this experiment. Within the ancient woodland, six 

locations were chosen, all similar in vegetation cover, and were approximately five metres away 

from the main path.  

 

Setting up the equipment 

Each location had a suitable place for hanging an iBorn Bird-Feeder (38cm x 10 cm) (iBorn, 

Guangdong Province, China). Three of the hanging feeders had ‘Extra Select Premium Wild Bird 

Food’ (henceforth called mixed seeds) and three of the feeders had ‘Extra Select Dried Mealworms 

Wild Bird Treat’ (henceforth called mealworms), (Extra Select, UK). Mixed seeds were composed 

of: wheat, black sunflower seeds, cut maize, kibbled split peas, red millet seed, niger seed, 

sunflower hearts, and vegetable oil. The nutrient composition of each food type was also known 

(see Appendix 1). Mealworms and mixed seeds were chosen as the types of food for this 

experiment as mixed seeds are a popular supplementary food, and many common birds that visit 

UK feeders are omnivorous, hence also supplying mealworms (Hanmer, Thomas, and Fellowes, 

2018). To have an equal volume of food in each feeder, 500g of mixed seeds and 136g of 

 

mealworms were placed in the feeders. 10g of ‘Rajah extra hot chilli powder’ (Rajah, Enfield, 

England) was added and mixed in with the food, to deter grey squirrels (Sciurus carolinensis) 

whilst having no effect on the birds (Szolcsányi et al., 1986). The feeders were hung in their 

locations and left for a week to allow the birds to acclimatise to them and discover the food source.  

 

Testing the hypotheses 

To test the first hypothesis, the food was collected, weighed (using a Pesola MS500 

Electronics Scale, Pesola, Schindellegi, Switzerland) and replaced in the feeder. This was done 

three times a week, from 25th October 2019 to 26th November 2019. Once the weights were 

collected, we calculated the percentage of volume of food consumed by converting the weights into 

volumes.  To test the second and third hypotheses, the birds were recorded using a Panasonic SDR-

S26 video camera, and a Nikon D3200 camera, with a Tamron AF 70 – 300mm lens. Both were 

mounted on tripods, five metres from the feeder. Recordings took place twice a week, during the 

early afternoon, which was the time available for recordings to be made. Species were identified 

using ‘Britain’s Birds: An Identification Guide to the Birds of Britain and Ireland’ (Hume et al., 

2016). Once the cameras were set up, a 10-minute period of acclimatisation took place. After this 

acclimatisation period, the camera recorded, for 30 minutes, when a bird visited the feeder to test 

the second hypothesis. Birds scanning their surroundings, with either their heads not in the feeder 

holes or occupied with food, were noted as being ‘vigilant’ for the purposes of the third hypothesis. 

Personal observations of the behaviour of the birds at the feeders were also recorded. Temperature 

was recorded using data from a meteorological website (CustomWeather, 2019).   

 

Statistical Analyses    

For the first hypothesis, mixed seeds were found to not be normally distributed. Therefore, 

the non-parametric Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test was performed.  For the second hypothesis, a Chi2 

test of association was conducted to see if there was a significant difference between the numbers of 

visits by the birds at each feeder. If significant results were obtained, a post hoc test would be 

conducted to identify differences between species. For the third hypothesis, we created a model 

(using R x64 3.4.1) to identify interactions between potential factors affecting vigilance (species, 

temperature, or food type). Non-significant interactions were removed from the model. An Akaike 

Information Criteria (AIC) showed that the Minimum Adequate Model (MAM) to best explain 

variation in vigilance was: Vigilance~Species*Temperature*Food type. A multi-way ANOVA was 

conducted, and if significant results were obtained, a Tukey post-hoc would also be conducted. All 

other statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS statistics v. 24.0 (IBM Corporation, 

Armonk, New York). 
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Results 

In total, we recorded 1,110 minutes of footage, with 333 birds to have been filmed on the 

feeders. 250 birds landed at feeders containing mealworms, and 83 birds landed on feeders 

containing mixed seeds. Five different species were identified visiting the feeders: blue tits 

(Cyanistes caeruleus), coal tits (Periparus ater), great tits (Parus major), robins (Erithacus 

rubecula) and nuthatches (Sitta europaea). 

 

Preference of food type 

The percentage of volume for both food types fluctuated in similar patterns (Figure 1). 

Mixed seeds were not normally distributed (Shapiro-Wilk Test: W34 = 0.887, p = 0.002). Birds ate a 

greater volume of mixed seeds than mealworms (Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test: Z = -2.488, p = 

0.013). 

 

Preference of food between species 

Five British resident passerine species were recorded on the feeders (Table 1). Overall, 

species had a preference in food type (Chi2 test: χ (4) = 214.824, p < 0.001), but a further post hoc 

test showed that the robin did not.  

 

Factors affecting vigilance 

Food type did not affect the proportion of time being vigilant (Multi-way ANOVA: F1,298 = 

0.059, p = 0.809) (Figure 2). Not all interactions between each factor were recorded, suggesting that 

the model was not the best fit for the data. A new model was created, removing the factor food type. 

Species and temperature were found to influence the proportion of time being vigilant (Multi-way 

ANOVA: F15,306 = 2.968, p < 0.001) (Figure 3). Subsequent testing found that robins spent the least 

amount of time being vigilant than all other species, and that the proportion of time being vigilant 

was greater at 4°C. The error bars in Figure 2, however, did not overlap for blue tits at both feeders, 

suggesting a difference in proportion of time being vigilant. Blue tits spent a greater proportion of 

time being vigilant at mixed seeds (Paired T Test: t22.219 = -6.341, p < 0.001), the food they visited 

the least (Table 1). 

 

Discussion 

Overall, whilst these findings show that species had a preference in the type of food 

available to them, this did not affect their vigilance behaviour. Both temperature and the type of 

species, however, independently affected vigilance behaviour.  

 

 

Bird preference in food type 

Mixed seeds, which had a higher composition of carbohydrates (see Appendix 1), were 

eaten more frequently than mealworms. Carbohydrates are important in providing the birds with 

energy to survive. Nevertheless, past literature has found that fat is more important for energy 

reserves (Newton, 1969). Both types of food displayed similar patterns of consumption throughout 

the experiment (Figure 1), suggesting that both fat and carbohydrates are important for the diet of 

birds during autumn. A significant limitation to the present study was that grey squirrels ate from 

the feeders, even when they contained chilli powder, causing the results to be unreliable. Hanmer, 

Thomas, and Fellowes (2018) found that grey squirrels negatively affect bird feeding behaviours, 

and have been found by to decrease bird consumption rate by 97% (Bonnington, Gaston and Evans, 

2014). Placing feeders in nature reserves can see an increase in predators to bird species. Previous 

studies have shown that when a predator is absent, birds will eat more. Therefore, removal 

experiments involving grey squirrels should be done to see if a similar effect occurs (Gosler, 

Greenwood, and Perrins, 1995). If supplementary feeding is to continue at Manor Woods Valley, 

feeders that are better at keeping out squirrels should be used. 

 

Species preference in food type 

The data shows a low species richness in ancient woodland, since only five species (Table 1) 

landed on the supplementary feeders (Hinsley et al., 1995). This could have been explained by the 

feeders; blackbirds (Turdus merula) and wrens (Troglodytes troglodytes) were seen around but not 

on the feeders. Future experiments should look to use feeders to accommodate all species, such as 

placing feeders at varying heights, to increase species diversity (Lendrem, 1983). The low species 

diversity observed at the feeders could also be explained by the timing of the experiment. The 

present experiment was only able to occur in the afternoon, which previous studies have discovered 

that birds have already fed to ensure their survival (Koivula, Orell, and Lahti, 2002). Therefore, 

further experiments could test birds visiting feeders at different times of the day. Nevertheless, even 

with these changes, Fuller et al. (2007) found that whilst supplementary feeding increased 

abundance of species, it did not increase the diversity. The quality of habitat and the complexity of 

vegetation have a more positive effect than supplementary feeding in improving species richness 

(Sandström, Angelstam, and Mikusiński, 2006). Further studies should survey the surrounding 

hedgerows, which have been known to affect species biodiversity (Hinsley et al., 1995). 

 

More species visited feeders containing mealworms (n = 250) than feeders containing mixed 

seeds (n = 83) during October and November. This differs to a previous study, which found that 

whilst seed consumption was relatively consistent from October to November, mealworms were 
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scarcely eaten (Betts, 1955).  The aforementioned study took place in a similar location, in ancient 

woodland, and monitored the compositions of the diets in four tit species: blue tits, coal tits, great 

tits and willow tits (Poecile montanus). The difference in results between the two studies could be 

because in the current study, the food was dead prey items, whereas in the study by Betts (1955), all 

prey had to be searched and killed for. It is likely that the birds would have chosen insects that were 

easiest to kill, which may have been a different insect (Quinn and Cresswell, 2004). Interestingly, 

robins (n = 13) were the only species in the present study not to have a significant preference, but 

their small sample size could have affected this result. 

 

The difference in food preferences between species can be linked to the different nutritional 

content of the food types. Mealworms had a higher fat content than mixed seeds (see Appendix 1), 

despite sunflower hearts, known for being high in fat reserves (Francis et al., 2018), present in the 

mixed seeds. This is because mixed seeds also contained seeds with a low fat percentage, such as 

wheat (Perkins, Anderson and Wilson, 2007). It is vital for passerines to increase their fat reserves 

for winter (Gosler et al., 1995). Maintaining a trade-off between surviving cold temperatures and 

escaping predators forces them to store enough fat to survive a single night (Lima, 1986). It would 

be expected, therefore, that species would prioritise a higher fat content food source, especially as 

some birds can starve within hours when food is deprived (Bautista et al., 2001). The smallest of 

species, the coal tit (n = 56), significantly went to the food type lower in fat content, suggesting a 

high carbohydrate diet could be sufficient for survival. 

 

Food handling time could also be key in determining food preference. Personal observations 

found some birds threw some seeds away, to find a desired seed, increasing seed handling time. 

Tryjanowski et al., (2018) found that when given a choice, birds picked the seeds easiest to handle. 

For future experiments seed handling should be accounted for, disentangling the preference in food 

type. 

 

Supplementary feeding can lead to food becoming a defensible source, causing aggressive 

interactions (Francis et al., 2018). In the present study, only four interactions between species were 

observed, and only one of them, where a robin chased a coal tit away, was aggressive. Robin’s 

territories shrink in autumn and winter, and need to be aggressive to protect food sources (Schwabl 

and Kriner, 1991). Francis et al., (2018) were able to rank dominant hierarchies in 10 UK passerine 

species and found that robins were significantly larger than coal tits. They found a positive 

association between body size and dominance rank, with coal tits being the least dominant species. 

Individuals in the present study were unable to be identified, and to overcome this, Radio 

 

Frequency Identification (RFID) Technology could be used (Galbraith et al., 2017). This 

technology requires each bird to have an electronic tag that is detected when the bird arrives at a 

feeder, which has a receiver for the tag. The aforementioned study knew the age and sex of each 

individual bird, and interactions between individuals at feeders. Using RFID technology could 

determine if the personal observations recorded in this present study are representative of general 

bird populations, and to explore the link between body size and interactions (Francis et al., 2018). 

This technology, however, may be expensive to incorporate, so the birds could be rung (adding 

coloured bands to their legs) instead (Krams, 1998). Once each bird was ringed, individual 

variations could be observed, and conservation efforts can be targeted. 

 

Factors affecting vigilance 

Blue tits were found to be the only species that spent a significantly greater proportion of 

time being vigilant at one feeder (mixed seeds) more than another (mealworms), which could link to 

the dominance of birds (Figure 2). Blue tits are not very dominant, and so will need to be vigilant to 

be aware of aggressors (Francis et al., 2018). For a food of high value, it would be expected that 

individuals would be more vigilant around it, to defend it. For most species present in this 

experiment, this was not found to be the case. This resource-defensive behaviour may only be seen 

when there are intermediate levels of food abundance (Rousseu, Charette, and Bélisle, 2014). The 

current study did not test differing levels of food abundance, which could be why food type was not 

significant. As a result, this should be incorporated for further studies, and then a significant result 

of being vigilant at different food types may be found. 

 

Most of the species recorded spent a high proportion of time being vigilant at feeders 

(Figure 3). Robins (n = 13), however, spent the least proportion of time being vigilant, which could 

be linked to their dominance (Francis et al., 2018). Previous studies have found that dominant 

species are more vigilant, differing to the present study’s results, as subordinates reduce vigilance to 

get to the feeder without being spotted by the dominant (Krams, 1998). In contrast to this, Waite 

(1987) found that subordinates were being more vigilant than dominants as they had to be aware of 

predators and other dominants. The results from the present study agree with Waite’s (1987) 

findings as coal tits, the least dominant species recorded, spent the greatest proportion of time being 

vigilant. It is difficult, however, to compare the results in vigilance with the present study to 

Waite’s (1987) and Krams’ (1998) findings, as they both used a model predator to disentangle 

predator-directed vigilance, and vigilance to conspecifics or other species. There were no personal 

observations of predators seen during the time of the experiment, but sparrowhawks (Accipiter 

nisus) are known for residing in similar, woodland habitats, and previous encounters with the 
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predator can affect the individual’s future vigilance (Hinsley et al., 1995; Krams, 1998). Therefore, 

the results from the present study cannot be unpicked as to whether the vigilance recorded by the 

birds was caused by conspecifics, other species or predators. Further studies are required to unpick 

these vigilant behaviours, so a clearer difference in vigilance between dominant and subordinate 

species can be understood. 

 

Another factor that was found to significantly affect the proportion of time being vigilant 

was temperature, particularly at 4°C. At lower air temperatures, bird body temperature drops below 

a critical level (Pravosudov and Grubb, 1995). To prevent dropping to this critical level, birds must 

increase their metabolic rate and foraging behaviour, which consequently will see an increase in 

vigilance. Coal tits, great tits and nuthatches were not found at feeders above 12°C (Figure 3). This 

could be linked to natural foraging at non-critical temperatures and using supplementary food 

predominantly during colder conditions (Chamberlain et al., 2005). Natural food is scarce during 

colder times, so feeders may be used more then. Further experiments could look to see how other 

environmental factors affect vigilance, such as light intensity. Whilst similar vegetation cover was 

chosen, slight differences would have caused variations in light intensity, affecting the vigilance of 

the birds. High illuminated areas can be detrimental; birds are more visible to predators and the 

glare can affect their own scanning times (Fernández-Juricic and Tran, 2007). As a result, further 

experiments could test to see if birds prefer to visit supplementary feeders at low light intensity, and 

spend more time being vigilant in areas of high light intensity.  

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, supplementary feeding is crucial for passerine species, with one study finding 

that 30% of food adult pairs brought back to their chicks consisted of food from feeders (Cowie and 

Hinsley 1988b). We show that mealworms are a preferred diet of passerine birds during autumn 

months, but both mixed seeds and mealworms should be placed in feeders for both insectivorous 

and granivorous species. Consequently, the key component of supplementary feeding, if it 

continues to occur at Manor Woods Valley, is to provide fat-based diets for both insectivorous and 

granivorous birds particularly when the temperature drops. Further studies are needed to both 

identify territories of individuals and to know where to locate feeders to ensure there are as few 

aggressive interactions as possible. Nature reserves like Manor Woods Valley are a fantastic 

opportunity to engage the public with the natural environment around them, and activities such as 

supplementary feeding will help increase bird populations in the reserve. 
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Figure 1: Food consumption over time. The average volume of mealworms (n = 34) consumed per day and 

average volume of mixed seeds (n = 34) consumed per day over the course of the experiment. The greatest 

volume of food consumed for both food types was on 8th November 2020. Both food types show a similar 

pattern in consumption over the course of the experiment. 
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Figure 2: Proportion of time being vigilant at each food type. The mean proportion of time being vigilant for 

each species recorded in the present study (blue tit = 79, coal tit = 56, great tits = 157, robin = 13, nuthatch = 

28) at the two different types of food: mealworms (n = 250) and mixed seeds (n = 83). Each point is the mean 

proportion of time spent being vigilant by each species. The error bars represent the confidence interval to 

95%, which shows that there is a 95% confidence that the true mean of each species lies within the error bars. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Proportion of time being vigilant at different temperatures. Mean proportion of time being vigilant 

of each recorded species (C.caeruleus (blue tit), n = 79, P.ater (coal tit), n = 56, P.major (great tit), n = 157, 

E.rubecula (robin), n = 13, S.europaea (nuthatch) n = 28) at different temperatures during the experiment. 

Species that spent 0% of their time being vigilant were not present at those temperatures. 
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Total 

Number 

of 

Passes   

Species Common Names Species Scientific Names Mealworms Seeds Total  

Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus 73 6 79 

Coal Tit  Periparus ater 11 45 56 

Great Tit Parus major 155 2 157 

Robin Erithacus rubecula 8 5 13 

Nuthatch Sitta europaea 3 25 28 

 Food type 

Protein 

content (%) 

Fat content 

(%) 

Carbohydrate 

content (%) 

Extra Select Premium 

Wild Bird Food  16.9 12.9 60.8 

Extra Select Dried 

Mealworms Wild Bird 

Treat  53 28 6 

Table 1: Observed species at each feeder. Total number of visits of the recorded species at the feeders with mealworms (n 

= 250) and the feeders with mixed seeds (n = 83). All species recorded were members of the Passeriforme order. The 

common and scientific names of each species are both included. 

Table 2: Nutrient content of food types. Total protein, fat and carbohydrate content (%) in Extra Select Premium Wild Bird 

Food and Extra Select Dried Mealworms Wild Bird Treat. 
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Appendix 1 Nutritional content of mealworms and mixed seeds 

Nutrient content of the two food types used in this experiment, mixed seeds and 

dried mealworms. Bought from Extra Select, Amazon.  
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The importance of pattern: how birds detect aposematism – Zeke Rowe 

 

Abstract 

Aposematic signals are produced to advertise a prey’s unpalatability and deter potential 

predators to a more profitable food source. These signals rely on being both detectable and 

memorable. Zygaena filipendulae (Six-spot burnet moth) is an excellent example of this, and 

therefore was selected to be the study species. Colour has been evidently proven to be 

important in aposematic signal efficacy, however the importance of pattern within this colour 

is unclear. It is plausible that the pattern of the colour holds great importance in facilitating 

bird learning and continued detection of the signal. This would explain a potential reason into 

why such complex colour patterning has evolved. In this study, this idea was tested in the 

field, by tracking the ‘survival’ under avian predation of artificial moths pinned to a variety 

of vegetation. Variations of the standard Z. filipendulae pattern were tested to detect 

differences. Two separate tests were done to see how survival varied when pattern changed: 

the first altering spot number, and the second altering spot positioning. It was found that 

within both tests, when the pattern varied from normal moth markings, then survivability 

reduced significantly. When the signature red colouration of the moth was replaced, there 

was no statistical difference in survivability, suggesting that pattern acts in an aposematic 

manner. Both of these results demonstrating the importance of pattern in the survival of 

aposematic species and their detection from birds. 

 

Introduction 

Bright colours are often seen as warning signals to potential predators that the prey is 

unprofitable, causing the predator to switch prey type. This relationship between signal and 

unprofitability is termed ‘aposematism’ [1,2]. Aposematic signals work best when they are 

conspicuous and memorable, which enables avoidance learning by which an individual learns 

a response to avoid a stressful or unpleasant situation [3]. This study wanted to determine 

how birds learned to detect and therefore avoid aposematic species. Zygaena filipendulae 

(Six-spot Burnet) was used as a model aposematic Lepidoptera, as it is a classic example of 

aposematism, with its bright red and black markings it is clearly broadcasting its cyanide-

based defences to deter predators [4] (Figure 1). Most of the research into insect 

 

aposematism focuses purely on the evolution of colour alone and does not consider the 

patterning and spatial differences within this colour [5,6]. 

 

This experiment was conducted to test the importance of colour patterning in aposematic 

Lepidoptera, in terms of both the number of spots, and their position on the wing. This is of 

major importance as our findings demonstrate how such complex patterning can evolve, the 

pattern’s value in aposematism and the process in which birds learn to avoid such patterns. 

The optimum number of spots and the optimum spot position was predicted to match that of 

the Z. filipendulae replicate treatments. Therefore, it was predicted that changes to the natural 

spot number and patterning would decrease survival probability when compared to both of 

these treatments and the plain brown control.  It was also predicted that patterning would also 

have an aposematic effect irrespective of colour.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  A photograph of Zygaena filipendulae. 

 

Materials and methods 

Data was collected between the 24th – 29th of June 2019, on Lundy Island off the coast of 

North Devon (51.1781° N, 4.6673° W). Two tests were conducted, each using variations of 

isosceles triangles cut from coloured card (red, brown or yellow), 4 cm high and 2.5 cm wide. 

These ‘moths’ acted as an artificial target for avian predators, with an edible dough ‘body’ of 

butter and plain flour lining the middle of each triangle. Three footpaths were selected as 

non-linear transects on the South-East of the island. Each artificial ‘moth’ was randomly 

selected from a bag and then pinned onto a combination of mixed deciduous woodland, 

heathland shrubbery and wild hedge. Pinning continued until all the replicants had been 

attached, with no predetermined transect length. The ‘survival’ of each replicant was 
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monitored approximately every hour for five hours. Bird predation was deemed to be when 

all or most of the dough had been removed and was treated as ‘non-censored’. Complete 

disappearance of a target, or survival to 5 hours, was treated as ‘censored’ in survival 

analysis. 

(a)  Spot number 

In the first experiment there were five treatments (Figure 2): 6 red spots with a diameter 

6.5 mm, 12 red spots with a diameter 4.6 mm, and 24 red spots with a diameter 3.3 mm, plain 

brown (control), and 12 yellow spots with a diameter 4.6 mm. The spots were made by 

drawing the circumference of each circle, and then colouring around this in black marker pen. 

Each treatment with spots each had a standardised 2 cm2 of coloured surface area, the rest 

was black. The 12 yellow spots treatment was produced to see if there was an aposematic 

effect when the colour red was removed, and if the patterning alone has an effect. Black and 

white could not be used as this pattern was already present on the poisonous moth Epicallia 

villica (Cream-spot tiger). Each treatment had 30 replicants in each five-hour block, the 

experiment was repeated three times on a different transect each time, giving a total of 90 

replicants for each treatment.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. The treatments for spot number: A) 6 red spots, B) 12 red spots, C) 24 red spots, D) plain brown and 

E) 12 yellow spots. 

(b)  Spot pattern 

There were four treatments in this experiment (Figure 3): red spots contact the edge, red 

spot pattern replicates Z. filipendulae, the red spots are central and plain brown (control). 

Treatments with red spots all had spots with a diameter of 4.6 mm to replicate Z. filipendulae 

and give a standardised red surface area of 2 cm2. Each treatment had 30 replicants and the 

five-hour block was repeated twice giving a total of 60 replicants for each treatment. Only 

two of the three transects were used. 
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                                   A                  B                C                   D 

Figure 3. The treatments for the spot position: A) edge pattern, B) Z. filipendulae pattern, C) central pattern and 

D) plain brown. 

 

(c) Statistical analysis 

Within the survival analysis some values were considered ‘censored’, which simply 

means that information about their survival time is incomplete. Significance was tested with 

the Chi-Squared statistic (X2) within a Kaplan-Meier estimator. Normality was not checked 

as this is a non-parametric test. Once the establishment of an overall treatment effect was 

produced, differences were investigated using a pairwise comparison.  

 

Results 

(a)  Spot number 

  When conducting a Kaplan-Meier test, there was a significant difference in survival 

between the treatments (X2= 46.112, P < 0.01, df = 4; Figure 4). Pairwise, comparisons 

indicated that the treatment with 12 red spots survived significantly better than the treatments 

with 6 red spots (X2= 13.240, P < 0.01) and 24 red spots (X2=10.402, P < 0.01), yet showed 

no significant difference between plain brown (X2=1.851, P = 0.174) and the treatment with 

12 yellow spots (X2=0.959, P = 0.327) . The plain brown treatment survived significantly 

better than the treatments with 6 red spots (X2=23.910, P < 0.01) and 24 red spots (X2= 

21.166, P < 0.01), yet there was no significant difference when compared to the treatment 

with 12 yellow spots (X2=0.188, P = 0.665). The 12 yellow spots treatment survived 

significantly better than the treatments with 6 red spots (X2=20.993, P < 0.01) and 24 red 

spots (X2=18.320, P < 0.01). Comparison between the treatments with 6 red spots and 24 red 

spots yielded no significant difference (X2=0.361, P = 0.548).  
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Figure 4. Survival curves of the patterned targets in the experiment: A) 6 red spots, B) 12 red spots, C) 24 red 

spots, D) plain brown and E) 12 yellow spots. Curves are the probability of surviving bird predation as a 

function of time (hour), based on Kaplan–Meier estimates. 

 

  (b) Spot pattern 

A Kaplan-Meier tested showed was a significant difference in survival between the 

treatments (X2= 35.782, P < 0.01, df = 3; Figure 5). Pairwise comparisons indicated that the 

treatment with Z. filipendulae patterning survived significantly better than the edge pattern 

treatment (X2= 24.145, P < 0.01) and the central pattern treatment (X2= 17.763, P < 0.01), yet 

there was no significant relationship between the plain brown and the Z. filipendulae 

treatment (X2=0.616, P = 0.432). The plain brown treatment has a significantly better 

survivorship than the edge treatment (X2= 15.346, P < 0.01) and the central treatment (X2= 

A: - 

B: - 

C: -  

D: -  

E: - 

 

 

9.974, P < 0.01). Edge pattern and central pattern treatments were also shown to be non-

significant (X2= 2.361, P = 0.124). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Survival curves of the patterned targets in the experiment: A) edge pattern, B) Z. filipendulae pattern, 

C) central pattern and D) plain brown. Curves are the probability of surviving bird predation as a function of 

time (hour), based on Kaplan–Meier estimates. 

 

Discussion 

Variation in spot number from the natural level significantly alters survival 

probability, (Kaplan-Meier (P < 0.01)). As predicted, it was shown that the treatment with 12 

red spots (replicating the Z. filipendulae) had a significantly greater survival probability than 

both the treatments with 6 red spots and 24 red spots (Figure 4). This was predicted as it is 

expected that there will be a pre-existing learned avoidance of natural aposematic colours and 

patterns, which has been seen before in previous studies [7,8]. This is due to the theory that 
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native birds have already encountered Z. filipendulae previously and have learned they are 

unpalatable due to their distaste or an unpleasant digestion from the cyanogenic glucosides 

the moth possesses [4]. This will deter the predator onto more profitable prey [1], and 

therefore the treatment with 12 red spots is less likely to be predated than treatments with 6 

red spots or 24 red spots as there is no learned deterrent for these treatments, so they are 

perceived as more profitable. As the surface area of red has been standardised as 2 cm2, it is 

plausible that the birds learn this aposematic pattern by counting and later recognising the red 

spots to determine its profitability. Predatorial birds have previously been recorded to count 

in such a way [9,10], yet this is controversial.  

 

The plain brown treatment also had a significantly better survival probability 

compared to the treatments with 6 red spots and 24 red spots (Figure 4). This could be due to 

simple background-matching camouflage [11], where the brown plain triangles act as a 

random sample of the background. It is less conspicuous to avian predators and therefore is 

targeted less, compared to the bright red colouration on the 24 red spots and 6 red spots 

treatments. Which as previously mentioned have not been learned to be unpalatable, so there 

is no negative reinforcement for their conspicuousness.  

 

As previously predicted, there is a significantly better survival probability within the 

treatment with 12 yellow spots when compared to the treatments with 6 red spots and the 24 

red spots, and a non-significant comparison with the plain brown control (Figure 4) It is 

plausible that this is due to an aposematic effect of the natural pattern and spot number of     

Z. filipendulae, which even with an alternative colour is recognised and avoided. This is 

contrasting to previous research which shows pattern has little influence in learning to 

recognise aposematic insects [12]. This significance could be due to the colours of yellow 

and black having an aposematic effect due to many Hymenoptera using them within a striped 

pattern [13], so the avian predators might avoid the treatment with 12 yellow spots due to this 

learned avoidance. The better survival of the 12 yellow spots treatment could also be due to 

distance-dependent camouflage [14]. This is the idea that when predators view the prey 

distance the colours blend together, forming effective camouflage, meaning that this 

treatment is predated less due to being less detectable than both the brightly coloured 6 red 

spots and 24 red spots treatments. This would also explain why the treatment with 12 yellow 

spots and the plain brown treatment have such a similar survival probability (Figure 4). 

 

Although birds would have seen a red and black spotted pattern before on Z. 

filipendulae, a yellow and black spotted pattern could have been a new occurrence. This 

treatment might have been predated less due to neophobia and dietary conservatism (the birds 

are fearful to try new-looking food sources and prefer to eat what they know). This has been 

seen within wild birds before when exposed to novel prey [15]. 

 

Spot patterning was shown to alter the effectiveness of aposematism (Kaplan-Meier             

(P < 0.01)). As previously predicted, it was shown that the treatment with the patterning 

replicating Z. filipendulae survived significantly better than the treatments with central and 

edge patterning (Figure 5). This was predicted as it is expected that there will be a learned 

avoidance of natural aposematic colours and patterns [7,8], which has been explained 

previously. Specifically, with the central pattern, this could have created a disruptive effect 

which contrasts with the need for an aposematic pattern to be conspicuous [16]. Therefore, 

potential predators would not be able to detect the pattern and its unpalatability will be 

unknown. Yet being able to readily detect the target due to its bright red colouration it has a 

low survivability compared to the Z. filipendulae treatment. The plain brown treatment also 

survived significantly better than the middle and edge treatments (Figure 5). Again, this can 

be explained due to simple background-matching camouflage [11], as previously mentioned. 

This shows that spot patterning influences the ability to detect aposematism on bird predators. 

 

This study contains some limitations within its experimental methods. To begin with, 

over the course of our data collection we lost many of our replicants. In future studies the 

replicants should be pinned onto preassigned trees, and sampling should be avoided on grass 

and flower stems. Another potentially confounding factor was the yellow and black spot 

patterning was selected so there was no predetermined deterrence in predation. Although this 

is the case in Lepidoptera, there are many species in Hymenoptera which use this colouration. 

This could be a confounding factor into why this treatment was predated less than others. 

Future studies should avoid this mistake and select a different colour unused in aposematic 

insects entirely. The experimental stimuli used was a yellow-brown coloured dough pinned 

onto the target, meaning that dough–wing contrast must be considered as a fact for predation. 

With treatments which would naturally have a black centre, the brown dough would have 

been more conspicuous than in the brown treatment. This could have potentially confounded 
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the results, as the plain brown treatment would have been predated less as the dough is less 

conspicuous. To prevent this, future studies should dye the dough the appropriate colour to 

prevent colour contrasts. 

 

Acknowledgements 

 I thank Sean Rands, Stephanie King and Benito Wainwright for continued advice and 

assistance. 

Special thanks to Alice Wynne-Griffiths for contributions to data collection and 

experimental design. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

Caro T, Ruxton GD. 2019 Aposematism: Unpacking the Defences. Trends Ecol. Evol. 34, 

595-604. (doi:10.1016/j.tree.2019.02.015).F 

Stevens M, Ruxton GD. 2012 Linking the evolution and form of warning coloration in 

nature. Proc. R. Soc. B. 279, 417–426. (doi:10.1098/rspb.2011.1932). 

Ruxton GD, Sherratt TN, Speed MP. 2004 Avoiding Attack: The Evolutionary Ecology of 

Crypsis, Warning Signals and Mimicry. Oxford UK, Oxford University Press. 

(doi:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198528609.001.0001). 

Zagrobelny M, Moller BL. 2011 Cyanogenic glucosides in the biological warfare between 

plants and insects: The Burnet moth-Birdsfoot trefoil model system. Phytochemistry. 72, 

1585-1592. (doi:10.1016/j.phytochem.2011.02.023). 

Ronka K, De Pasqual C, Mappes J, Gordon S, Rojas B. 2018 Colour alone matters: no 

predator generalization among morphs of an aposematic moth. Anim. Behav. 135, 153-163. 

(doi: 10.1016/j.anbehav.2017.11.015).  

Harvey PH, Bull JJ, Pemberton M, Paxton RJ. 1982 The evolution of aposematic coloration 

in distasteful prey - a family model. Am. Nat. 119, 710-719. (doi:10.1086/283944). 

Svadova K, Exnerova A, Stys P, Landova E, Valenta J, Fucikova A, Socha R. 2009 Role of 

different colours of aposematic insects in learning, memory and generalization of naive bird 

predators. Anim. Behav. 77, 327-336. (doi: 10.1016/j.anbehav.2008.09.034). 

Marples NM, Vanveelen W, Brakefield PM. 1994 The relative importance of colour, taste 

and smell in the protection of an aposematic insect Coccinella septempunctata. Anim, Behav. 

48, 967-974. (doi:10.1006/anbe.1994.1322). 

Garland A, Low J. 2014 Addition and subtraction in wild New Zealand robins. Behav. 

Process. 109, 103-110. (doi:10.1016/j.beproc.2014.08.022). 

Andersson M. 2003 Behavioural ecology - Coots count. Nature. 422, 483-485. 

(doi:10.1038/422483a). 

Endler JA. 1978 A predator's view of animal color patterns. Evol. Biol. 11, 319–364. 



550 551

 

Aronsson M, Gamberale-Stille G. 2008 Domestic chicks primarily attend to colour, not 

pattern, when learning an aposematic coloration. Anim. Behav. 75. 417-423. 

(doi:10.1016/j.anbehav.2007.05.006). 

Hauglund K, Hagen SB, Lampe HM. 2006 Responses of domestic chicks (Gallus gallus 

domesticus) to multimodal aposematic signals. Behav. Ecol. 17, 392-398. (doi: 

10.1093/beheco/arj038). 

Barnett JB, Michalis C, Scott-Samuel NE, Cuthill IC. 2018 Distance-dependent defensive 

coloration in the poison frog Dendrobates tinctorius, Dendrobatidae. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 

U.S.A. 115, 6416-6421. (doi:10.1073/pnas.1800826115). 

Marples NM, Roper TJ, Harper DGC. 1998 Responses of wild birds to novel prey: evidence 

of dietary conservatism. Oikos. 83, 161-165. (doi:10.2307/3546557). 

Stevens M, Merilaita S. 2009 Defining disruptive coloration and distinguishing its functions. 

Philos. Trans. R. Soc. Lond., B, Biol. Sci. 364, 481-488. (doi:10.1098/rstb.2008.0216).  

 

Forgotten Symbioses: Plant Viruses and Their Mutualisms – Henry Jennings 

 

Abstract 

 interactions. Whilst there is a bias in the literature towards pathogenic viral interactions, chiefly in 

plants of economic importance, metagenomic Next Generation Sequencing methods allow the vast array 

of previously invisible, asymptomatic virus infections in wild plants to be documented. These benign 

infections are indicative of commensal or even mutualistic relationships as it becomes increasingly clear 

that pathogenicity is not only conditional, but that infection can confer benefit to hosts in the form of 

drought tolerance, exclusion of other viruses and reduction in herbivory and bacterial pathogen 

infection. Furthermore, benefits conferred by mixed virus infections can be greater than the additive 

effect of single infections and fitness assays and mathematical models indicate that such conditional 

benefits conferred to susceptible/infected hosts might result in stabilising selection. The physiological 

and molecular mechanisms behind these interactions are yet to be fully understood and integrated 

however, abscisic acid (ABA) and salicylic acid (SA) signalling, osmoprotectants, RNA silencing 

pathways, stomatal closure and development and root gene expression have all been identified as 

potential modi operandi. These interactions could pave the way for the development of novel tools to 

protect world agriculture.  

Key Words: - plant, virus, mutualistic, symbioses, drought, tolerance 

Introduction 

In 1882,  a  German  chemist  by  the  name  of  Adolf  Mayer  described  a  ‘mosaic  disease’  (or 

‘mozaïkziekte’) of tobacco, characterised by the mottled leaf colouration of infected plants (Mayer, 

1882). Dmitri Ivanovsky then discovered in 1892 that sap from diseased plants maintained infectivity 

following filtration (with a Chamberland filter) to remove bacteria, concluding a bacterial toxin was 

responsible (Iwanowski, 1903). Then in 1898, Martinus Beijerinck repeated Mayer’s experiments to 

conclude that this was indeed a novel infectious agent, describing it as contagium vivum fluidum 

(soluble living germ) or ‘virus’. We now know this particular agent to be the Tobacco mosaic 

virus (TMV) (Scholthof, et al., 1999). 

 

A virus is an obligate intracellular symbiont consisting of nucleic acid encapsidated in protein which 

utilises  host  cellular  machinery  and  resources  for  its  own  genetic  expression,  replication  and 

transmission (Lawrence, 2016). Some 65% of plant viruses are comprised of positive sense, single 

stranded RNA (+ssRNA), enabling them to be translated by host ribosomes without being first reverse 

transcribed (Hull, 2001). Moreover, due to the scope for recombination events, erroneous replication 

and large populations, many plant viruses are adapted to a wide number and range of plant species, 

both wild and cultivated (Alexander, et al., 2014). The symptomatology in planta is a product of 

interactions  between  the  host, the pathogen  and  the environment,  as illustrated  by the   ‘Disease 
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Triangle’ (Agrios, 2005). It is becoming increasingly clear that, due to the conditional nature of 

pathogenicity,  it is  perhaps  more appropriate to refer  to  viruses  as   ‘symbionts’  (as  opposed  to 

‘pathogens’). 

 

Plants and their pathogens have continuously been coevolving, giving rise to a multitude of complex 

interactions. It has even been proposed that virulence is not of evolutionary benefit to viruses 

(Roossinck, 2015). Whilst there has historically been a bias in the literature towards viruses as 

pathogens (particularly of crops and ornamentals), Next Generation Sequencing has not only revealed 

that mixed viral infections are the norm, and single infections the exception, but that despite this, wild 

plant infections  are usually asymptomatic  (Roossinck,  2012) (Mascia  & Gallitelli,  2016).  This is 

suggestive  of  commensal  or  even  mutualistic  plant-virus  symbioses,  where  relationships  are a 

dynamic continuum from mutualistic to pathogenic (Roossinck, 2015). 

 

Viral incidence is lowest in heterogeneous, biodiverse environments and is highest in agricultural 

settings (monocultures  of  genetically similar/identical individuals  at the  same growth  stage   and 

conditions) (Rodelo-Urrego, et al., 2013). This accumulation is truly realised in instances such as the 

Cassava brown streak virus in Sub-Saharan Africa which is predicted to cause losses of ~$100 million 

USD to farmers, annually (Mohammed, et al., 2012). 

 

Despite plant viruses being a major constraint on world agriculture they are also a key tool in crop 

protection,  demonstrated  best by the use of so-called ‘cross-protection’, whereby plants inoculated 

with a mild strain of a particular virus are conferred protection (‘immunity’) against infection by a 

more virulent one (Agrios, 2005). It is now becoming clear that plant viruses can offer conditional 

benefits to their hosts in terms of increasing tolerances to both biotic and abiotic stressors such as 

pathogens (Aguilar, et al., 2019), drought and frost (Xu, et al., 2008). This is of particular value as 

present  climate forecasts  indicate increasing  atmospheric  carbon dioxide (CO2) concentration 

and instances  of drought  and  heat  – all  of which  provide their  own set  of challenges  for 

agriculture (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2019). 

 

This review outlines how plants respond to single and mixed virus infections and how they confer 

stress  tolerances  to their  host  plants,  including to other  viruses  and  drought.  The  hypothesised 

molecular  and evolutionary mechanisms  behind  such interactions  are discussed  along with   their 

potential future applications. Note that satellite RNAs and viroids are not covered. The intricacies of 

plant-virus interactions are briefly summarised but not discussed in detail (as this itself could be the 

topic of a whole other review). (See Cheng & Wang, 2017). 

 

On Plant-Virus Symbioses 

Pathogens are infectious agents of disease including bacteria, fungi, nematodes, protozoa and viruses; 

the annual crop losses from which is estimated to be 20-30% (depending on the crop) (Savary, et al., 

2019) and annual economic losses of $60 billion USD (Reddy, et al., 2009), though, this is hard to 

estimate. Plant breeding, pesticides and testing and cleaning seed are the main defences against plant 

pathogens  (Agrios,  2005).  However,  these  control  methods  are  expensive  and,  in  the  case of 

pesticides, environmentally detrimental. Innovative, environmentally-friendly solutions are needed 

for agriculture to meet the demand of a population predicted to reach 9.7 billion by 2050 and nearly 

11 billion by 2100 (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 

Division, 2019), without permanently damaging the planet’s biodiversity. 

 

Despite such measures, pathogens still have significant impact, such as the outbreak of Cassava 

Mosaic Disease from 1992-1997, which lead to widespread food shortages and famine as farmers 

abandoned their crops. The disease in Central Africa was the result of a synergy (defined under ‘On 

Mixed Viral Infections’) between  African  cassava mosaic virus  and a recombinant  East  African 

cassava mosaic virus, resulting in symptoms 1.5x worse than single infections and costing an 

estimated $60 million USD per annum (Zinga, et al., 2013). 

 

Plant responses to pathogens are characterised by a complex interplay of immunity and counter 

immunity. Viral elements induce PAMP-triggered immunity (Pathogen Associated Molecular 

Patterns) and/or Effector Triggered Immunity. This leads to the localised ‘hypersensitive 

response’ which induces apoptosis (programmed cell death) in local tissues (to hinder a biotroph) as 

well as the systemic acquired resistance response, whereby defence pathways are prophylactically 

upregulated (Cheng & Wang, 2017). Whilst genes associated with photosynthesis are 

downregulated, genes for the production of reactive oxygen species (ROS), lipid peroxidation, 

salicylic acid (SA), jasmonic acid (SA) and ethylene (ET) are all upregulated (Li, et al., 2016). 

Abscisic acid (ABA) is another phytohormone which plays an important role, particularly in 

relation to SA-signalling and stomatal defence (the means of entry of numerous bacterial and 

fungal pathogens) (Melotto, et al., 2017). 

 

On Mixed Viral Infections 

Interactions between viruses can generally be characterised as either synergistic, neutral or 

antagonistic. Synergy can be defined as ‘measurable differences in replication, cytopathological 

effects, cellular tropism, within host movement and transmission rate of one…or both are 
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increased’ (Mascia & Gallitelli, 2016). Antagonism is defined as when one pathogen wins out over 

the other (i.e. they directly compete) and neutralism is when there is no effect on either pathogen 

(Untiveros et  al., 2007). 

 

Whilst the pathology caused by synergies can be devastating (as previously discussed in the instance 

of Cassava Mosaic Disease), the effects of antagonism can confer benefits. This is employed most 

readily by the use of ‘cross protection’, as previously defined. Cross-protection is equated to ‘plant 

vaccination’ and works via virus-induced gene silencing (VIGS). This primes the plant cell’s RNA 

interference machinery to degrade viral RNA in an instance of infection by a more virulent strain of 

the same virus. The technique is used widely in economically valuable fruit and vegetable crops, 

having been employed commercially in protecting cucumber (Cucumis sativus) from Zucchini yellow 

mosaic potyvirus (Kosaka, et al., 2009) and tomato (Solanum lycopersicum) from Pepino Mosaic 

Virus (PepMV) (Hasiow-Jaroszewska, et al., 2014). It is tools such as cross protection which could 

prove to be invaluable in  protecting crops  from newly emerging pathogens  such as  Tomato brown 

rugose fruit virus which is now present in the Middle East, North America and Central Europe having 

first been identified in Jordan in 2016 (Wilstermann & Ziebell, 2019). 

 

Cross-protection   is   essentially   an   instance   of   mixed   infection  (usually   of   closely related 

strains/viruses) which results in a predictable antagonistic interaction, whereby the better established 

virus outcompetes the other. It has even been suggested that a more accurate name for cross protection 

is ‘super-infection exclusion’ (SIE) to contrast against the means of mutual exclusion (ME). While 

this is an example of superinfection, mixed infections can also be the result of coinfections, which 

can often have different outcomes to superinfections (Saldaña, et al., 2003). One example of so called 

‘concurrent protection’ whereby a coinfection results in a degree of protection from a virulent virus 

strain is in the case of cowpea (Vigna unguiculata) co-infected with mild Cowpea mosaic virus and 

virulent Cowpea severe mosaic virus (CPSMV) which showed significantly reduced symptoms when 

compared  to  single  infections  of  CPSMV  (Bruening,  et  al.,  2000).  This  demonstrates  a  clear 

spatiotemporal element to inter-viral and plant-virus interactions. 

 

The importance of the temporal element is illustrated by the interactions between a potexvirus, 

Papaya mosaic virus (PapMV) and a potyvirus, Papaya ringspot virus (PRSV) in papaya (Carica 

papaya). Whilst mixed infections are common in the crop, the symptoms range from mild mosaics to 

necrosis, as a product of the viral interactions. The viruses interacted synergistically when coinfected 

and when PRSV infection was followed by PapMV superinfection 30 days later (Chávez-Calvillo, et 

al., 2016). However, this interaction became antagonistic when the infection order was reversed. In 

terms of the molecular mechanisms behind this interaction, the antagonistic interaction resulted in a 

20x (the control) increase in gene expression of pathogenesis-related protein (PR-1) compared to a 

2.2x increase in the synergy. ROS production was also significantly elevated in the antagonistic 

interaction. These are both indications of PapMV establishing a host defence response against the 

subsequent PRSV infection (Chávez-Calvillo, et al., 2016). Similarly, tomatoes resistant to Tomato 

spotted wilt virus  (TSWV)  became susceptible when they were first  infected by Tomato  chlorosis 

virus (ToCV) (García-Cano, et al., 2006). This particular interaction has been suggested to be the 

result of RNA silencing suppressors encoded by ToCV (Cañizares, et al., 2008). 

 

The spatial element  of mixed  viral infections  is illustrated  by Takahashi,  et al. (2007), where two 

populations of Apple latent spherical virus (ALSV) tagged with fluorescent proteins, mapped to 

different regions of both inoculated and systemic tissues in Chenopodium quinoa. The same effect 

was observed in Nicotiana benthamiana infected with Bean yellow mosaic virus (BYMV). When 

plants were co-infected with both ALSV and BYMV, the fluorescence signals overlapped. This 

indicates a mutual exclusion (ME) by viruses, whereby genetically similar viral populations will not 

be present in the same cells as one another (Takahashi, et al., 2007). In fact, a similar spatial 

separation of competitors was observed in 1934, when two tobamoviruses were co-inoculated, their 

distinct symptoms mapped onto different areas of the same plant (Kunkel, 1934). However, despite 

the widely reported instances of both SIE and ME, the molecular mechanisms behind these 

interactions is yet to be fully elucidated (Bergua, et al., 2014). It is not yet understood whether this 

SIE or ME is a product of passive competition for limited host resources/molecular machinery or 

if it is a host-mediated response (as in the case of VIGS). 

 

Even the viral strain can be a key factor in determining the pathology of a mixed infection as in Wang, 

et al. (2002), infected zucchini (Cucurbita pepo) and melon (Cucumis melo) with either Watermelon 

mosaic virus (WMV) or Zucchini yellow mosaic virus (ZYMV) and either one of two strains of 

Cucumber mosaic virus (CMV-LS and CMV-Fny). Not only did they find that viral strain was the 

most  important  variable  in the  symptomatology  they  observed,  but they  also reported   synergy 

(significant  increases  in  viral RNA)  in all infections.  Furthermore,  whilst  the ZYMV/CMV-Fny 

infection established quickly and resulted in systemic necrosis and host death, the WMV/CMV-LS 

infection (which was far slower to take hold), ultimately had a greater viral RNA accumulation 

(Wang, et al., 2002). This indicates  not only that virulence is not always evolutionary beneficial for 

the virus but also raises questions as to how one quantifies and measures the effects  of synergies. A 

more quantitative approach has been employed by Murphy & Bowen (2006), who presented statistical 

evidence for synergism by measuring parameters such as growth, seed number and fresh weight. 
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These inter-viral interactions are also dependent on  the condition  of the host as in Lacroix,  et al. 

(2014), who observed changes in the interactions between  Barley yellow dwarf virus  (BYDV)  and 

Cereal yellow dwarf virus (CYDV) in an oat (Avena sativa) host, when grown in various ratios of soil 

nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P). The key finding was that the interactions between the two viruses 

became increasingly antagonistic at low nutrient levels. This was postulated to be the result of inter-

viral competition for available N and P within the host and highlights the increased risk of a more 

severe pathology in agriculture due to the use of fertilisers (Lacroix, et al., 2014). 

 

It is increasingly important to understand the mechanisms of virus-induced stress tolerances in order 

to develop novel agricultural biotechnologies for farmers. On a similar note, it is also important to 

understand the interactions between viruses and the conditionalities associated with them so that one 

can predict and mitigate the impact of newly emerging pathosystems. This is of particular importance 

with the projected increases in both temperature and CO2 which have both been shown to have 

effects on virus interactions (Aguilar, et al., 2019). 

 

On Tolerance to Drought 

Drought is typically defined as a prolonged period of high temperature, lacking in precipitation 

(Wilhite, et al., 2014). In plants, drought or water-deficit stress occurs when the plant loses more 

water via transpiration than it can replenish from the soil. This leads to a continuous loss of water in 

the plant which can result in reduced growth, wilting and necrosis (Osakabe, et al., 2014). In real 

terms, it is estimated that drought is responsible for 30% of agricultural losses worldwide, totalling 

$29 billion USD in developing countries between 2005-2015 (Food and Agriculture Organisation of 

the United Nations, 2018). Over this period, drought was also the greatest source of agricultural losses 

in both Africa and South America, the continents where the human population is set to increase the 

most (Livi Bacci, 2017). Manipulating plants to tolerate such stress could have a profound impact on 

food security. 

 

The pioneering study which first considered viruses in the context of conferring potential benefits to 

their hosts was conducted by Xu et al. (2008) who infected a wide range of plant species  (including 

Solanaceae,  Poaceae,  Cucurbitaceae and  Amaranthaceae)  with  four  viruses: Brome mosaic virus 

(BMV), TMV, CMV and Tobacco rattle virus (TRV). Their key findings were that not only did virus 

infection delay the onset of key drought symptoms such as wilting in all virus/host combinations but 

that metabolite profiling showed a significant increase in osmoprotectants and antioxidants in both 

BMV-infected rice (Oryza sativa) and CMV-infected beets (Beta vulgaris) before and after the 

drought stress treatments. Beets were also conferred frost tolerance by CMV. It was postulated that 

whilst  increases  in  SA  were  known  to  increase  plant  resistance  to  abiotic  stresses,  the  other 

metabolites which accumulated under virus infection may protect cellular metabolic  machinery and 

membrane structures from oxidative damage as a result of the drought stress. They also considered 

that the infected plants could have been essentially primed against the drought and the reduced water 

requirement may be a result of the reduced size of the infected plants (Xu, et al., 2008). 

 

A similar study on wheat (Triticum aestivum) infected with BYDV found that infection did not have 

an additive effect on the plants when  under  drought  stress.  In fact, BYDV-infected plants  were 

measured to be in a better condition overall during the drought stress than the uninfected plants. 

Furthermore, the infected plants had a greater chance of recovery following the drought period (Davis 

et al., 2015). This not only demonstrates the highly conditional nature of these interactions but also 

suggests that virus-infected plants are conferred a conditional fitness advantage. It has been 

suggested that, at least within the scope of the pathosystem they investigated, management of the 

virus would not be needed under drought conditions (Davis et al., 2015). 

 

This fitness advantage has led to the so-called ‘viral payback’ hypothesis (Aguilar, et al., 2017), 

whereby individuals susceptible to a conditionally mutualistic virus are conferred this advantage in 

drought conditions per  se,  increasing  their  reproductive  success  (through  seed number/quality) 

relative  to  resistant/uninfected  individuals  under  the  same  environmental  stress  as  a  mode  of 

stabilising selection. This is illustrated in Figure 1 (from Carr, 2017). This hypothesis has been tested 

using mathematical modelling which predicted that under conditionally advantageous environmental 

conditions, such as drought, this reproductive fitness advantage would occur (Groen,  et al., 2016). 

This outcome of virus infection  is  more indicative of a  mutualistic symbiotic  relationship  than a 

pathogenic one. 

 

In terms of the mechanisms behind this virus-induced drought tolerance, Murray, et al., (2016), 

infected both susceptible and resistant hosts with TMV and Turnip vein-clearing virus (TVCV)  and 

studied  indicators  of drought  tolerance such as stomatal index  (SI) and density  (SD),  along  with 

transpiration rate. They found reductions of 10-12% in the SI of the systemic leaf tissue of the two 

susceptible hosts (A. thaliana and Nicotiana tabacum) and a reduction in the SD of Arabidopsis by 

almost 20% but not in N. tabacum. The latter also had a reduced transpiration rate relative to 

uninfected plants. The authors hypothesise that these systemic changes in stomatal development could 

result in the decrease in transpiration rate and the potential increase in water use efficiency (WUE) 

observed. They further speculate on the evolutionary benefits conferred by such a response to both 
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parties, including the reduction in transpiration flow leading to reduced long-distance movement of 

the virus within the host (via the vasculature), as well as between cells. Alternatively, this could be a 

plant response to reduce chances of further attack from (particularly fungal and bacterial) pathogens 

(Murray,  et al.,  2016). ABA  has  been  identified  as a  positive regulator  of this  stomatal defence 

response, whilst SA and JA have widely been found to be negative regulators (Melotto, et al., 2017). 

 

Viruses could be used to grow crops with higher WUE by inoculating seedlings, similar to cross 

protection, altering stomatal development. This could have an added advantage in terms of application 

in that it would be a non-genetic modification (GM) method of altering the phenotype of crops. This 

would not require similar regulation to cross-protection products but would also have better public 

perception and be more marketable, especially as this would most likely be employed in high-value 

crops. Cross protection is already a key tool is protecting plants from virus infection. However, it is 

only cost effective for the protection of high value (such as tomatoes) or perennial crops (such as 

fruit trees), as afore discussed (Wilstermann & Ziebell, 2019). Cross protection products, such as 

V10 by Valto, are presently employed purely to protect crops from virus infection. There have been 

no studies to date which evaluate the potential additional benefits conferred by cross-protection such 

as drought tolerance or increased WUE. If so, these products could serve as protection from 

both virus and drought stress. This would also be unnoticed in their commercial setting, as many of 

these crops (such as tomatoes) are readily grown in greenhouses and so would not experience 

drought stress (British Tomato Growers' Association, 2019). Moreover, the companies themselves 

state that the product is only for use on covered crops (Valto, 2019). 

 

The only  experiments  to  date which have considered  the effects  and mechanisms  of mixed virus 

infections on drought tolerance are from Aguilar et al. (2017) and Aguilar et al., (2019) which show 

that mixed infections of PVX and PPV increase tolerance to drought in N. benthamiana and A. 

thaliana, compared to the single infections. They observed the same level of tolerance when plants 

were infected  with  PPV recombined  with  virulence factor  P25 from  PVX  and that this  drought 

tolerance  was   correllated   with   reduced   transpiration   rate.   Metabolite  analysis   identified an 

accumulation of SA (also shown by Xu, et al., 2008) in virus infected plants and no increase in ABA 

in drought tolerant plants relative to the mock inoculated, suggesting that the SA accumulation is 

ABA-independent (Aguilar, et al., 2017). This is of particular interest as ABA has previously been 

demonstrated to suppress SA and its associated defence pathways (Thaler & Bostock, 2004). There 

was also no difference in ABA between well-watered uninfected and infected plants (Aguilar, et al., 

2017). By contrast, TMV infection was observed to induce ABA accumulation in tobacco, however, 

this was modest in comparison to SA, JA and ET accumulation (Whenham, et al., 1986). Aguilar, et 

al., (2017) also showed that mutant lines deficient in SA signalling were not conferred the drought 

tolerance phenotype by PPV-P25 infection. The authors finally hypothesised that while SA is not part 

of ABA-induced stomatal closure, this effect could be the result of the ROS generated by SA defence 

pathways (Aguilar, et al., 2017). Indeed, SA has already previously been highlighted as a key 

regulator of osmoprotectants and metabolites associated with limiting oxidative damage from abiotic 

stresses (Khan, et al., 2015). 

 

Fitness  assays  by  Aguilar  et  al.  (2017)  showed  that,  as  hypothesised  in  Groen  et  al.  (2016), 

Arabidopsis seedlings derived from PPV-infected plants were conferred an advantage in terms of 

mean mass of seeds produced under moderate drought conditions (Fig. 1). They concluded that more 

virulent  interactions  would ultimately outweigh  the benefits  conferred by the tolerance to drought 

(Aguilar, et al., 2017). The key finding by Aguilar et al. (2019) is that the drought tolerance conferred 

by PPV/PVX mixed infection was lessened at increased CO2  and temperature, suggesting that 

these ‘beneficial trade-offs’ could be lessened by climate change (Aguilar, et al., 2019). 

Whilst research into virus-plant interactions is vital for our understanding of viral modi operandi, the 

role  of  the  environment  has  been  commonly  overlooked  in  their  associated  pathology.  As 

aforementioned, the breadth of symptomatologies associated with a single virus can be drastically 

altered  by  many  variables  including  prior  or  subsequent  viral  infections  and  their  associated 

spatiotemporal elements. Not to mention water or nutrient availability, temperature or biotics stresses 

like  pathogens  or  herbivores.  Yet,  surprisingly  few  studies  consider  this  conditionality  of  the 

pathology  and  instead  draw  conclusions  from  singly  infected  plants  kept  in  sterile  laboratory 

environments with optimum growing conditions. This could not be more contrasted from the natural 

world, where most plants will experience a dynamic array of biotic and abiotic stressors as well as 

environmental constraints such as light and nutrient availability. 

 

Conclusion 

In nature, viruses are constantly interacting with other viruses and a heterogeneous mosaic of plant 

species, alterations of which can result in virus outbreaks with potentially devastating effects on food 

security.  Likewise, new tools will be developed to meet  these challenges  as  the wide range  of 

variables/conditions associated with the outcomes of virus infection are beginning to be identified. In 

terms of the molecular and physiological mechanisms  behind  such  interactions,  RNA-silencing 

pathways, ABA responses, stomatal closure, osmoprotectants and SA signalling pathways have all 

been characterised.  However, further study is needed to fully integrate such responses  into  wider 

understanding of plant stress responses and to apply this to technologies which could potentially 

mitigate the increasing pressures mounted on food production from drought. 
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Figure 1: Illustration of the principle of the viral payback hypothesis whereby virusinfected/susceptible plants which 

are conferred a conditional advantage (in this case, drought tolerance), have a fitness advantage over 

uninfected/resistant hosts as an example of stabilising selection. Note that this illustration is not to scale in terms of 

plant sizes or seed number but simply conveys the hypothesis. Taken from Carr  (2017)
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Why do flowers use complex multi-modal sensory channels to communicate with 

their visitors? – Laura Reeves 

 

Abstract 

After the evolution of Angiosperms (flowering plants) 125 million years ago (MYA), floral 

diversity has radiated, along with flowers’ sensory communication systems. Floral sensory 

channels are highly complex, exploiting visual, olfactory and gustatory systems of visitors. 

These visitors include pollinators, floral antagonists like herbivores and nectar robbers, and 

predators of antagonists like parasitoid wasps. Floral multi-modality; using multiple signals 

to communicate with visitors is common in plant sensory systems, however, why 

multimodality evolved is largely debated. Common hypothesises for multi-modality include: 

The Efficacy Back-Up hypothesis; that an alternative method of communication is required in 

case others fail, The Complexity Over Time hypothesis; that sensory systems have coevolved 

to become more complex over time and The Synergy and Learnt Behaviour hypothesis; that 

multi-modal signals interact with each other, so are easier for visitors to learn. This review 

will discuss these hypothesises, taking into account parallel processing, dishonest signalling 

and distance dependant signals. 

 

Introduction 

Plants attempt to maximise pollination efficiency; transferring male gametes (pollen) to 

female ovules, often via pollinator driven processes (Harder & Barrett, 1996; Leonard et al., 

2011). To accomplish this, flowers use an array of sensory channels to communicate with 

pollinators; ranging from bees detecting flowers’ electrical charges via mechanoreception 

(Clarke et al., 2013), to floral acoustic guides attracting echolocating bats (Murphy et al., 

2016; Von Helversen & Von Helversen, 1999). Multi-modality; using multiple sensory cues 

to communicate with floral visitors, is common within angiosperms (Kulahci et al., 2008; 

Leonard et al., 2011; Raguso, 2004). However, multi-modality can be energetically costly; 

via production of floral rewards, volatiles and colour pigments (Kulahci et al., 2008; Lawson 

et al., 2017a; Raguso, 2004) and antagonistically costly; signals can make plants conspicuous 

to floral antagonists, including florivores, herbivores and nectar robbers (Kessler et al., 2015; 

Lawson et al., 2017a; Ruxton & Schaefer, 2013). Therefore, it is debated why multiple 

complex signals are used. 

  

Numerous hypotheses explain floral multi-modality (Hebets & Papaj, 2005; Raguso & Willis, 

2002; Chittka & Raine, 2006). For example, the Complexity Over Time hypothesis; signals 

have increased in complexity over evolutionary history (Patiny, 2011; Wright & Schiestl, 

2009), evidence includes early flowers being structurally simplistic, compared to recently 

evolved clades (Crane et al., 1995; Thein et al., 2003; Sauquet et al., 2017). 

 

Furthermore, angiosperms with specialist pollination syndromes; reliant on single pollinator 

species (Johnson & Steiner, 2000; Raguso, 2004), may differ in signalling complexity 

compared to generalists (Mayfield et al., 2001). Multi-modality could increase pollinator 

efficiency in learning and remembering cues; therefore, specific pollinators will visit 

phenotypically similar flowers, maximising pollination (Balamurali et al., 2019; Leonard et 

al., 2011). This synergistic concept may be vital in emphasising floral attractiveness to 

pollinators (Raguso & Willis, 2002; Ruxton & Schaefer, 2013), resulting in the Synergy and 

Learnt Behaviour hypothesis. 

 

The Efficacy Back-Up hypothesis; multiple mechanisms are required in case one signal 

cannot be transmitted, is prevalent within scientific literature (Kaczorowski et al., 2012, 

Hebets & Papaj, 2005), as some signals may be less efficiently received in the presence of 

environmental noise; like altered illumination or precipitation (Sagae et al., 2008, Majetic et 

al., 2009, Lawson et al., 2017a). Dishonest signalling should be considered; multiple signals 

can deceive receivers more effectively, such as rewardless orchids and their pollinators 

(Jersakova and Johnson 2006; Schaefer et al., 2004; Schiestl et al., 2000). The Parallel 

Processing (Chittka & Raine, 2006; Spaethe et al., 2006) and Distance Dependant hypotheses 

(Raguso, 2004), will be discussed but not widely focused on in this review. This review aims 

to discuss hypotheses, speculating reasons for multi-modality. 

 

Early sensory communication in angiosperms 

One theory is plant sensory channels have increased in multitude and complexity over 

evolutionary history (Patiny, 2011; Wright & Schiestl, 2009), termed The Complexity Over 

Time hypothesis. Angiosperms are estimated to have evolved during the 
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Figure.1: The Predicted morphology of the first 

flower, based on phylogenies of extant and 

fossilised angiosperms (Sauquet et al., 2017) 

Cretaceous period approximately 130 to 90 MYA (Crane et al., 1995). Since this period, 

angiosperms have radiated and 

diversified significantly in structure (Hu 

et al., 2008; Sauquet et al., 2017). More 

basal lineages of angiosperms may have 

had narrower ranges of sensory channels 

than recently evolved taxa; consider 

Amborella trichopodia, the basal sister 

clade to flowering plants (Thein et al., 

2003; Wikström et al., 2001). These 

beetle pollinated inflorescences are more 

simplistic in sensory mechanisms; pollen 

is used as a uni-modal floral reward, 

whilst floral volatiles and nectar are 

absent (Thein et al., 2003). Sauquet et al., (2017) supported this, highlighting the simplistic 

structure of early flowers, predicting the morphology of the first angiosperm using 

phylogenies of fossils and extant angiosperms (Fig.1). Higher clades of angiosperms such as 

Lamiidae, Asteridae and Rosidae which evolved later (Sauquet et al., 2017) may have 

developed more complex sensory mechanisms; a study on Petunia (Solanaceae) supports this; 

showing an increase in complexity and abundance of floral scent over evolutionary time, 

especially when transitioning from bee to moth pollinators (Amrad et al., 2016). 

 

However, floral volatiles have been lost in multiple Petunia species, suggesting simplification 

of sensory systems over evolutionary time (Amrad et al., 2016), contradicting this hypothesis. 

This secondary loss of floral scent occurred when Petunia species switched to hummingbird 

pollination syndrome, therefore due to hummingbird’s lack of scent perception the purpose of 

floral volatiles was redundant. This suggests plants’ sensory mechanisms coevolve with 

sensory systems of their pollinators over time, rather than arbitrarily increasing in complexity 

(Hu et al., 2008). Secondary loss of sensory mechanisms has also occurred for nectar 

production within the Disa orchid genus, further supporting sensory systems simplification 

over time (Johnson et al., 2013). 

 

 
  

Pollination Specialists and Generalists 

Alternatively, specialist pollinated plants may have more specific multi-modal signals than 

generalists (Johnson & Steiner, 2000; Raguso, 2004). Charles Darwin (1877) introduced the 

pollination syndromes concept; plant species being pollinated by specific groups of 

pollinators, becoming prevalent in scientific literature (Johnson & Steiner, 2000; Fenster et 

al., 2004). This specificity may maximise pollination efficiency, reducing interspecific 

competition between plants (Mitchell et al., 2009), through increased pollinator visitations or 

reduced pollen clogging (Johnson & Steiner, 2000; Kulahci et al., 2008; Leonard et al., 2011). 

Consider pollination syndromes in chiropterophilic (bat pollinated) plants; acoustic guides 

exploit echolocation and fragrant volatiles exploit olfaction, creating bias towards 

bat’s sensory systems (Knudsen & Tollsten, 1995; Murphy et al., 2016). One study on banana 

flowers (Musa acuminata) and Glossophaga soricina bats; suggested flower bracts acted as 

acoustic guides. When bracts were removed G. soricina had difficultly locating scented nectar 

via echolocation (Murphy et al., 2016). This emphasises communication between signaller and 

receiver may require close coevolution of multi-modal signals, furthermore, acoustic guides 

and volatiles have evolved multiple times independently, highlighting its importance (Knudsen 

& Tollsten, 1995; Von Helversen & Von Helversen, 1999). 

 

However, generalist plants may display complex multi-modality (Table.1), for example, 

Asimina and Deeringothamnus species have generalist pollination syndromes but display 

floral rewards and complex odour cues analogous to specialist moth pollination syndromes 

(Goodrich et al., 2006; Jürgens, 2009). Rosa species also use floral volatiles and bright colour 

pigments but are pollinated by multiple insect species (MacPhail & Kevan, 2005; Ogata et al., 

2005). Furthermore, bias towards studying specialist pollination syndromes is prevalent in 

scientific literature (Wazer et al., 1996), coupled with arguments of pollination syndromes’ 

existence (Fenster et al., 2004; Ollerton, 1996). Consider the Suicide King hypothesis, if 

plants and specific pollinators coevolve too closely, plant species risk extinction if 

corresponding pollinator species become extinct (Dybdahl & Storfer, 2003). 

 

Therefore, specialist pollination syndromes like Darwin’s Orchid and Hawkmoth may be 

exceptions not the rule (Darwin, 1877; Johnson & Steiner, 2000). 
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The Synergy and Learnt Behaviour hypothesis 

It is debated that flowers use multi-modal signals to emphasise pollinators’ learning and 

memory (Kaczorowski et al., 2012; Kulahci et al., 2008; Leonard et al., 2011). Multiple 

signals may act synergistically, so pollinators recognise and associate specific combinations of 

cues with rewards (Balamurali et al., 2019; Leonard et al., 2011; Raguso & Willis, 2002). This 

parallels with aposematic colouration; bold colours paired with distasteful gustatory cues, 

enhancing learnt avoidance behaviour in predators, except these cues are rewarding (Chouteau 

& Angers, 2011; Leonard et al., 2011). Multimodality may be mutualistically beneficial for 

receivers; pollinators could detect multi-modal flowers faster and more accurately, collecting 

more rewards (Goyret et al., 2007; Leonard et al., 2011). 

 

This is reflected by Kulahci et al., (2008), Bombus impatiens (Common eastern bumble bees) 

were trained to differentiate between rewarding and unrewarding artificial flowers. B. 

impatiens learnt to differentiate between flowers significantly more accurately when multiple 

signals were present (both olfactory and visual cues), compared to uni-modal visual or 

olfactory signals. This highlights that learnt behaviour and recognition is present, which is 

enhanced when multi-modal signals are used. Analogous studies on hawkmoths (Manduca 

sexta) support this hypothesis; moths showed significantly lower search times when both 

visual and olfactory cues were present (Goyret et al., 2007; Raguso & Willis, 2002). 

Conversely a study by Lawson, Whitney & Rands, (2017b) showed no significant advantage 

for multi-modality. Corresponding multi-modal or uni-modal signals were used alongside 

radiating UV-guides within artificial flowers, no significant difference in floral handling time 

was found between treatments. Although, multi-modality could affect unrecorded factors, like 

floral accuracy, thus further research should be undertaken to see how multi-modality effects 

floral accuracy. 

 
The Efficacy Backup hypothesis 

Another argument is multimodality serves as a back-up strategy; deemed the Efficacy Backup 

hypothesis (Kaczorowski et al., 2012; Hebets & Papaj, 2005; Lawson, Whitney & Rands, 

2017b). For example, if both floral volatiles and colour are used in communication, then visual 

signals are still transmitted if volatiles are disrupted (Lawson, Whitney & Rands, 2017a). Visual 

signals as a backup for olfaction was highlighted by Kaczorowski et al., (2012); bumblebees 

(Bombus terrestris) recognised empty and rewarding (sucrose filled) artificial flowers, despite 

the presence of environmental noise. Environmental noise are factors like wind and light 

 

intensity which interfere with visitors’ abilities to detect plant signals (Hebets & Papaj, 2005; 

Lawson, Whitney & Rands, 2017a). In Kaczorowski’s study illumination was altered, 

simulating noise like clouds or dusk. Accuracy and visitation rate of bees to rewarding targets 

was recorded, in uni-modal treatments (visual or olfactory signals) and multi-modal treatments 

(both cues). Visitation accuracy was significantly higher in multi- modal treatments at low light 

intensities, compared to uni-modal treatments. 

This study could be criticised as similar visual cues were used for rewarding and unrewarding 

treatments; two shades of blue differing in the quantity of green. This is not representative of 

flowers in natural populations; which may diverge significantly in colour hue, allowing easier 

identification under low light intensities. However, corresponding research by Lawson et al., 

(2017a) supports Kaczorowski et al. Equivalent methods using multi-modal or uni-modal 

artificial flowers occurred, however, chemicals and wind speed acted as environmental noise, 

interfering with floral scent. In multi-modal treatments bees used visual cues as backup signals, 

choosing rewarding inflorescences with significantly greater accuracy, despite environmental 

noise. Furthermore, distinctive yellow and blue colours differentiated between rewarding and 

unrewarding flowers. These studies highlight that the Efficacy Backup hypothesis may prevail 

in unpredictable or heterogenous habitats where large amounts of environmental noise is 

present; as uni-modal signals are likely to be disrupted (Kaczorowski et al., 2012). However, 

for homogenous and less stochastic environments, synergy may explain multi-modality 

(Leonard et al., 2011). 

 

Dishonest Signalling and Parallel Processing 

Honest signalling may explain multi-modality’s evolution (Wilson et al., 2013). Zahavi (1977) 

argued receivers would only continue exploiting a signal if it was honest; thus, it could be 

argued that complex multi-modal signals evolved as a cheat-proof mechanism for pollinators 

(Johnstone, 1995; Von arx, 2013). For example, if a plant is displaying dishonest visual cues 

advertising high nectar abundance, however, alternative cues like electrical charge indicate a 

low nectar abundance, pollinators may avoid visitation. However, if both visual cues and 

electrical charge indicate a high nectar abundance, then a pollinator may be more likely to visit 

compared to a uni-modal signal, due to a higher energetic cost for dishonesty (Knauer & 

Schiestl, 2015; Von arx., 2013). Pollinators avoiding dishonest plants whilst pollinating honest 

inflorescences occurs in multiple studies (Makino & Ohashi, 2017; Wright 
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& Schiestl, 2009). In Knauer and Schiestl’s (2015) study; bumblebees selected artificial 

flowers containing floral volatiles that honestly indicated sucrose rewards, compared to 

dishonest scents, which had significantly lower visitation frequencies. 

 

 
Not all sensory mechanisms are honest, some inflorescences do not produce floral rewards, 

relying heavily on dishonest signals to attract pollinators (Schaefer et al., 2004). Therefore, 

multimodality may have evolved to deceive pollinators, resulting in an evolutionary arms 

race between signaller and receiver (Schiestl et al., 2000). Consider Ophrys orchids, one third 

of these species are unrewarding to pollinators (Jersakova & Johnson 2006; Schaefer et al., 

2004). In some species, multi-modal signals are used to mimic female bees, deceiving male 

bees to pseudo-copulate (Fig.2) and pollinate orchids (Schiestl et al., 1999; Schiestl et al., 

2000). Therefore, multi-modality may create convincing Batesian mimics of female bees, 

resulting in plant-pollinator co-evolutionary arms races (Fig.2). It is important signals are 

complex and convincing; as pollinators show learnt behaviour, avoiding unrewarding flowers 

(Knauer & Schiestl, 2015; Wright & Schiestl, 2009). Although, it is unlikely dishonest 

signals are multi-modality’s foremost reason; as they rely on negative frequency dependence 

(Smithson & Macnair, 1997, Gigord et al., 2001), if dishonest signals were frequent then 

pollinators would probably avoid these species (Gigord et al., 2001; Knauer & Schiestl, 2015; 

Wright & Schiestl, 2009). Orchid species are only able to maintain dishonest Batesian 

 

mimicry due to high frequency of models (female bees) mimicked (Smithson & Macnair, 

1997, Gigord et al., 2001). 

 

Alternatively, parallel processing could have resulted in the evolution of multimodality 

(Chittka & Raine, 2006; Spaethe et al., 2006). The Parallel Processing hypothesis theorises 

multiple plant signals are processed simultaneously by pollinator’s sensory systems, creating 

a pop-out effect (Spaethe et al., 2006; Wang et al., 1994); pollinators identify targets rapidly 

amidst distractors, this effect may be enhanced by multimodality (Chittka & Raine, 2006; 

Spaethe et al., 2006). However, pollinators including honeybees use serial processing when 

receiving plant signals (Spaethe et al., 2006), suggesting little advantage for multimodality. 

Conversely, bumblebees (Bombus terrestris) may use parallel processing (Morawetz & 

Spaethe, 2012), therefore multi-modality may be search strategy dependant, which should 

be further discussed within scientific literature. 

 

Floral antagonists and Distance-dependent signalling 

Maximising conspicuousness via multiple sensory mechanisms may benefit pollinators, 

however, less mutualistic visitors may also be attracted (Bronstein et al., 2001; Lawson et al., 

2017a). These floral antagonists include herbivores, predators of pollinators and nectar 

robbers, which could lead to reduced pollination and floral damage (Bronstein et al., 2001; 

Kessler et al., 2015). This questions why floral signals are still enhanced and complex. This 

may be due to trade-offs occurring (Kessler et al., 2015; Lawson et al., 2017a; Ruxton & 

Schaefer, 2013), consider the Signal to Noise Ratio (Merilaita et al., 2016); to a pollinator 

receiver a plant wants to maximise its signal (sensory mechanisms) and minimise its noise 

(camouflage and reduced detection). Whilst plant signallers want the converse to occur for 

floral antagonists. Balancing conflicting interests with multiple receivers present may lead to 

sensory biases towards pollinators, not antagonists (Kessler et al., 2015). 
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One reason for multi-modality evolving is to ensure antagonists’ honesty, highlighted in a 

study by Leonard et al. (2013). Bombus impatiens acted as facultative nectar robbers, 

receiving nectar by creating a hole at the basal part of the inflorescence without pollinating 

flowers. However, when multi-modal signals were present; nectar guides in addition to 

nectar, bees had significantly higher frequencies of ‘pollinating’ the artificial flower; landing 

on floral surfaces, rather than ‘nectar robbing’; receiving nectar via the flower’s base (Fig.3). 

Therefore, multi-modality may make signals less ambiguous, creating efficient guides for 

pollinators, reducing pollinators’ likelihood of becoming potential antagonists. Furthermore, 

floral antagonists may increase signalling complexity, via the evolution of defence strategies 

(Theis & Alder, 2012; Boachon et al., 2015). Compounds like linalool oxides and lilac 

aldehydes, may have evolved to repel florivores, whilst terpenes could attract predators of 

herbivores, reducing inflorescence damage (Boachon et al., 2015; Degenhardt et al., 2003). 

 

 

 

Conversely, antagonists could reduce multi-modality and signal complexity (Kessler et al., 

2015; Theis & Alder, 2012). One study on nectar and floral volatile production in tobacco 

(Nicotiana attenuate) highlights this (Kessler et al., 2015). Nectar or scent was silenced in 

tobacco and egg abundance laid by floral antagonists Manduca sexta (Hawkmoths) was 

measured. Egg abundance was significantly lower on leaves of CHAL varieties (a variety 

where floral scent had been silenced) compared to the wild type (WT), however, 

hummingbirds and hawkmoths continued to pollinate inflorescences, at lower levels than the 

WT. This suggests flowers could secondarily lose floral volatiles or other multi-modal signals, 

due to trade-offs between maximising pollination and minimising herbivory (Hebets & Papaj, 

2005; Ruxton & Schaefer, 2013), especially under high selection pressures from floral 

antagonists.  

 

Certain signals are more relevant at different distances; suggesting distance-dependent multi-

modality (Raguso, 2004; Raguso & Willis, 2002). Helicodiceros flowers highlight this; odour 

and vision are important long-distance cues, guiding blowflies to flowers, however, short 

distance heat cues emphasise the floral chamber’s entrance (Raguso, 2004; Seymour et al., 

2003). Floral volatiles could be important long-distance cues; benzenoids and monoterpenes 

often attract bees to orchids over large spatial-scales (Knudsen et al., 2006; McFrederick et al., 

2009). Long-distance volatiles may attract predators of floral antagonists including parasitoid 

wasps (McFrederick et al., 2009; Paré & Tumlinson, 1999). 

 

Alternatively, tactile cues may be efficient short distance guides, detected once pollinators land 

on flower petals (Kevan & Lane, 1985). Tactile cues may be vital signals; epidermal cells on 

inner and outer surfaces of petals differ in microtexture, acting as guides towards the stigma, 

honeybees have been shown to differentiate between textures via mechanoreception (Erber et 

al., 1998; Kevan & Lane, 1985). However, studies on distance-dependant signals are limited 

and should be further researched, perhaps by analysing whether long distance or short distance 

cues are more effective at attracting pollinator species. 

 

Conclusion 
To conclude, flowers use a range of multimodal signals to interact with pollinators, floral 

antagonists and predators of antagonists. There is a plethora of hypotheses explaining 

multimodality, which are unlikely to be mutually exclusive; interacting depending on the 

plant’s environment, whether parallel or serial processing is used by pollinators and if 
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signals are honest. It is likely these signals increased with complexity over time, coevolving 

with pollinators. Signals are likely to vary between generalist and specialist pollination 

syndromes, if such syndromes are proven within scientific literature. The Efficacy Back-up 

hypothesis may be an important driver of multi-modal signals in heterogeneous 

environments with considerable amounts of environmental noise. Whilst signals 

complementing each other synergistically may result in multi-modality in homogenous 

environments. Floral antagonists may cause considerable trade-offs, reducing signalling 

conspicuousness, however, multimodality can repel floral antagonists or increase honesty. 

Distance-dependent signals should be further researched, highlighting gaps within scientific 

literature. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

 

Amrad, A., Moser, M., Mandel, T., de Vries, M., Schuurink, R.C., Freitas, L., Kuhlemeier, C., 2016. Gain and loss of floral scent 

production through changes in structural genes during pollinator-mediated speciation. Current Biology, 26(24), pp.3303-3312. 

Balamurali, G.S., Edison, A., Somanathan, H., Kodandaramaiah, U., 2019. Spontaneous colour preferences and colour learning in the fruit-

feeding butterfly, Mycalesis mineus. Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology, 73(3), p.39. 

Bartual, A.M., Bocci, G., Marini, S., Moonen, A.C., 2018. Local and landscape factors affect sunflower pollination in a Mediterranean 

agroecosystem. PloS one, 13(9), pp.1-18. 

Boachon, B., Junker, R.R., Miesch, L., Bassard, J.E., Höfer, R., Caillieaudeaux, R., Seidel, D.E., Lesot, A., Heinrich, C., Ginglinger, J.F., 

Allouche, L., 2015. CYP76C1 (Cytochrome P450)-mediated linalool metabolism and the formation of volatile and soluble linalool oxides 

in Arabidopsis flowers: a strategy for defense against floral antagonists. The Plant Cell, 27(10), pp.2972-2990. 

Bronstein, J.L., 2001. The costs of mutualism. American Zoologist, 41(4), pp.825-839. 

Chittka, L. & Raine, N.E., 2006. Recognition of flowers by pollinators. Current opinion in plant biology, 9(4), pp.428-435. 

Chouteau, M. & Angers, B., 2011. The role of predators in maintaining the geographic organization of aposematic signals. The American 

Naturalist, 178(6), pp.810-817. 

Clarke, D., Whitney, H., Sutton, G., Robert, D., 2013. Detection and learning of floral electric fields by bumblebees. Science, 340(6128), 

pp.66-69. 

Crane, P.R., Friis, E.M., Pedersen, K.R., 1995. The origin and early diversification of angiosperms. Nature, 374(6517), p.27  

Darwin, C., 1877. On the various contrivances by which British and foreign orchids are fertilised by insects. John Murray,(2), pp.32-166. 

Degenhardt, J., Gershenzon, J., Baldwin, I.T., Kessler, A., 2003. Attracting friends to feast on foes: engineering terpene emission to make 

crop plants more attractive to herbivore enemies. Current opinion in biotechnology, 14(2), pp.169-176. 

Devey, D.S., Bateman, R.M., Fay, M.F., Hawkins, J.A., 2008. Friends or relatives? Phylogenetics and species delimitation in the 

controversial European orchid genus Ophrys. Annals of Botany, 101(3), pp.385-402. 

Dybdahl, M.F. & Storfer, A., 2003. Parasite local adaptation: red queen versus suicide king. 

Trends in Ecology & Evolution, 18(10), pp.523-530. 

Erber, J., Kierzek, S., Sander, E., Grandy, K., 1998. Tactile learning in the honeybee. Journal of Comparative Physiology A, 183(6), 

pp.737-744. 

Fenster, C.B., Armbruster, W.S., Wilson, P., Dudash, M.R., Thomson, J.D., 2004. Pollination syndromes and floral specialization. Annu. 

Rev. Ecol. Evol. Syst., 35, pp.375-403. 

Fründ, J., Linsenmair, K.E., Blüthgen, N., 2010. Pollinator diversity and specialization in relation to flower diversity. Oikos, 119(10), 

pp.1581-1590. 

Gigord, L.D., Macnair, M.R., Smithson, A., 2001. Negative frequency-dependent selection maintains a dramatic flower color 

polymorphism in the rewardless orchid Dactylorhiza sambucina (L.) Soo. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 98(11), 

pp.62536255. 

Goodrich, K.R., Zjhra, M.L., Ley, C.A., Raguso, R.A., 2006. When flowers smell fermented: the chemistry and ontogeny of yeasty floral 

scent in pawpaw (Asimina triloba: Annonaceae). International Journal of Plant Sciences, 167(1), pp.33-46. 

Goyret, J., Markwell, P.M., Raguso, R.A., 2007. The effect of decoupling olfactory and visual stimuli on the foraging behavior of Manduca 

sexta. Journal of Experimental Biology, 210(8), pp.1398-1405. 
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The Older Surgical Patients Benefit Who Benefit Most from Geria-
trician Input

Haroon Ahmed

Introduction

The population in the UK is continuously ageing due to improved health attitudes and advances in modern 

medicine. Unfortunately, the ever-increasing life expectancy inevitably results in older, frail patients more 

frequently being admitted to hospitals for emergency surgical intervention. These patients, in addition to 

their frailty and disabilities, will normally also have several co-morbidities and geriatric syndromes, leaving 

them predisposed to having worse surgical outcomes. “An Age Old Problem” (National Confidential Enqui-

ry into Patient Outcome and Death (NCEPOD) 2010) stated that there is a need for escalation of care to sup-

port older patients who are undergoing major surgery, with an emphasis on those who have co-morbidities 

(1). In the setting of elective surgery, these older patients can undergo pre-operative investigations to assess 

their fitness for surgical intervention and improve their post-operative outcomes, but that same intervention 

is unlikely to occur in the emergency setting due to there not being enough critical time to undergo a full 

assessment and arrange investigations. This problem can be mitigated with the implementation of a multidis-

ciplinary approach to older surgical patient care wherein a geriatrician assesses patients to identify co-exist-

ing medical issues and geriatric syndromes (delirium, reduced mobility, incontinence, falls, polypharmacy) 

which are associated with frailty, to enhance the surgical team’s care of that patient. However, geriatrician 

input must be focused on the patients who would most benefit from it. Therefore, there is an inherent need 

to identify the older patients who are most at risk of adverse perioperative outcomes and decide how to best 

care for them while using the expert geriatrician input only where it is needed. The clear goal is to avoid 

poor post-operative outcomes including medical complications, reduced function, and risk of institution-

alization, all of which can lead to a longer length of stay in hospital. This can be achieved by proactively 

identifying the patient’s co-existing health problems and geriatric syndromes and developing a treatment 

plan. Unfortunately, as of now, only a third of UK hospitals utilize geriatrician input when caring for older 

surgical patients (2). One of those hospitals is Musgrove Park Hospital in Taunton, where a Proactive care of 

Older Persons undergoing Surgery (POPS) team has been implemented, with a full-time nurse specialist in 

older people, and a consultant geriatrician who works on POPS part-time (~10 hours per week). In the POPS 

program, patients are first screened for frailty and reviewed to determine if they will benefit from compre-

hensive geriatric assessment (CGA). The British Geriatric Society defines CGA as: “a process of care com-

prising a number of steps. Initially, a multidimensional holistic assessment of an older person that considers 

health and wellbeing and leads to the formulation of a plan to address issue which are of concern to the older 

person” (3). This review of Musgrove Park’s POPS program and literature in this field will highlight how 

the POPS team uses CGA in-tandem with the hospital’s upper GI and colorectal surgical teams to the en-

hance care of their emergent older patients. This review will also describe how a multidisciplinary approach 
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enhanced by the expertise of a geriatrician such as this is greatly beneficial to the management of the surgi-

cal outcomes of older, high-risk patients as well as describe the type of older surgical patients who stand to 

benefit more from that expert input.

Description of Program and Review Methods

The content of this review is based on my personal experience with the POPS program at Musgrove Park 

Hospital in Taunton, where I had the opportunity to work with medical personnel and witness how they used 

their CGA tool on emergent upper GI and colorectal surgery patients to formulate personalized management 

plans for their older emergency general surgery patients with many complex and often contradicting medical 

issues. When the POPS team identifies a proper candidate for their services (their criteria includes frailty and 

co-morbidities) or has a patient referred to them, their nurse specialist in older people will assess that patient 

using their CGA tool. The tool is a data collection form, which begins by identifying if a patient is part of 

the National Emergency Laparotomy Audit (NELA), meaning they are 65 years or older and have had an 

emergency laparotomy. They are then given a Rockwood Score for clinical frailty, which defines what their 

level of frailty means in a practical context (4). A medical history then follows, with a social history after to 

define what the patient’s life outside of the hospital is likely to consist of. This section of the assessment will 

also be aided by the notes of other physicians the patient has seen previously, if applicable. Moving forward, 

geriatric syndromes are then identified, namely falls history and risk, incontinence, skin integrity, rapid 

weight loss/gain or malnutrition, sensory issues, cognitive impairment, geriatric depression, and delirium. 

Lastly, the patient’s pain levels are noted, a drug history is taken to identify polypharmacy, and recent medi-

cal investigations (general observations, serum, ECG, and urine) are noted. The results of the assessment are 

then considered holistically, and a list of co-existing medical problems and the subsequent management plan 

for those problems are created by the nurse specialist, with the help of the consultant geriatrician when need-

ed. My qualitative observations have also been supplemented by the quantitative work of senior geriatricians 

at Musgrove Park, as they have recently published a clinical study which quantifies how their proactive geri-

atric assessment program has been able to positively impact the lives of their high-risk older general surgery 

patients. Recommendations from several documents disseminated by different organizations which have 

identified systematic deficiencies within current care of older patients (NCEPOD, Department of Health, 

etc.) were also reviewed to highlight where this POPS program has mitigated those problems efficiently and 

within a cost-neutral model. Clinical research in this field of care was also reviewed to more precisely un-

derstand the necessity for these specific groups of older surgical patients to be treated within a program that 

utilizes comprehensive geriatric assessment for the management of their post-operative outcomes. 

Results

The CGA tool used by the POPS team at Musgrove Park uses a holistic view of the patient to base its man-

agement plan. This level of depth is objectively beyond what the traditional methods of care can offer as 

general surgeons lack the training to provide the same quality of care that the POPS team does (5,6). This 

leads to the development of a holistic, patient-centered plan that allows that patient’s care to be carried out 

with certainty that all that could be accounted for realistically, has been. In the few cases I observed, this was 

exactly the case, as the appropriate questions had been raised regarding the care of the patient in question, 

with an appropriate management plan created as a result. One patient, a 71-year-old woman with severe 

dementia and pancreatitis of an unknown cause, was investigated at length by the consultant geriatrician 

and POPS nurse. Although I was not in the program long enough to see the resolution of this case, what I 

did witness was an attention-to-detail that the patient sorely needed. With regards to their management plan, 

the patient was taken off of medications that were believed to be of no important use to them (omeprazole 

and amlodipine), referred to a dementia nurse for further assessment and the physiotherapy team, and new 

investigations for her pancreatitis were ordered. The consultant POPS geriatrician also spoke to the woman’s 

concerned family members at length about her care. Furthermore, the reduction in length of stay in hospital 

brought about by this type of program hypothesized earlier was proven quantitatively in a paper published 

in 2018 by the senior geriatricians working on this program and a consultant colorectal surgeon in Musgrove 

Park, where mean length of stay for 443 POPS patients over a 9-month period was reduced by 0.55 days (7). 

Moreover, it has been shown in clinical studies regarding the negative outcomes of older surgical patients 

that those who present with co-morbidities, frailty, and delirium pre-operatively are at increased risk for 

negative outcomes post-operatively. These outcomes include mortality, increased length of stay, dependency, 

and being admitted to an assisted-living facility after having presented to hospital while previously living 

at home (8-13). A systematic review of the post-operative outcomes of frail surgical patients between the 

years 2010-2015 showed that frailty assessment can be an important method for improving post-operative 

outcomes (13) – that is the most important component of the POPS program’s CGA tool. The study within 

Musgrove Park mentioned earlier quantifies my experiences within the program in other ways, describing 

how they were able to identify opportunities which led to either an intervention or new medical diagnosis 

in 371 of 443 (83%) older surgical patients with a cost mitigation of £110000, as a result of the reduction in 

mean length of stay (7). A reduction in length of stay has also been reported in a previous paper published 

by consultant geriatricians from St. Thomas’ Hospital in London in 2007 implementing a novel version of 

a POPS program, where the length of stay was reduced by 4.5 days on an orthopaedic ward (14). They also 

reported a reduction in post-operative medical complications (14). Furthermore, the recent trend in national 
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recommendations has very clearly set a precedent that emphasizes the necessity of having geriatricians pro-

actively assess older patients who have several co-existing medical issues which may complicate their care, 

using comprehensive methods like what is used at Musgrove Park (15-17). The recommendations made also 

collectively suggest that this same type of program is needed on a larger scale nationwide to service the need 

for models of care that result in better overall outcomes for the older demographic of patients who are inher-

ently predisposed to experiencing adverse outcomes, either surgical or strictly medicinal.

Key Points

	Geriatrician input outside of medical wards within multi-disciplinary is widely recognized as 

necessary for care of emergent older surgical patients who are frail and have co-morbidities and 

geriatric syndromes.

	CGA is an effective tool, using a broad scope of assessments and scoring to produce patient-cen-

tered, holistic treatment plans.

	Musgrove Park Hospital’s POPS program, in a 9-month period, using their CGA tool, were able 

to reduce patient length of stay by 0.55 days and save £110000 in a patient cohort of 443 patients 

(7).

	Similar programs have achieved similar results, as St. Thomas’ Hospital has reported a 4.5-day 

reduction in length of stay for a cohort of 54 patients over a 7-month period (14).

	Using frailty, co-morbidity, and geriatric syndromes as important criteria for treatment based on 

CGA is necessary to ensure those who need the specialized care are receiving it, and that their 

post-operative outcomes are improved.

Discussion and Future Directions

General surgeons, who commonly deal with frail, older patients, lack the training to identify and peri-opera-

tively manage the several co-existing health problems those patients will have (5,6). Musgrove Park’s POPS 

program is designed to compensate for that gap in ability by providing expert care for older persons in-tan-

dem with the necessary surgical interventions. Their use of the CGA tool is underpinned by the dependence 

of frail patients in that setting on the principle that their assessment will identify all their co-existing health 

problems. It is well established, both in clinical practice and literature, that proactive assessment of older 

patients by a geriatrician working within a multidisciplinary team in a single setting should be the bench-

mark for dealing with complex older patients, be it surgical or otherwise. However, the expertise provided 

by those geriatricians will not be needed for all older patients. Therefore, the next step to providing integrat-

ed hospital care for older patients is defining those who will most benefit from the comprehensive assess-

ment that programs like Musgrove Park’s POPS is using. The design of their CGA tool implicitly defines the 

patient that it would benefit the most – frail patients. The NHS defines frailty as:” the group of older people 

who are at highest risk of adverse outcomes such as falls, disability, admission to hospital, or the need for 

long-term care” (18). This model of care is designed to benefit frail patients most, who are at the highest risk 

of negative surgical outcomes due to the presence of several co-morbidities and geriatric syndromes. From 

my experience at Musgrove Park and analyzing the relevant clinical research and policy documents, it is 

evident that the older surgical patients who are the frailest will most benefit from the input of geriatricians. 

Their decreased physiological reserve, co-morbidities, possible delirium, and geriatric syndromes may all 

coalesce into additional problems when introduced to a hospital setting, such as post-operative mortality, 

deconditioning, institutionalization, or dependency which leads to admission into assisted-living facilities. 

Dissemination and wide adoption of this type of inter-disciplinary approach to treating emergent older sur-

gical patients will benefit those patients, their families, and make healthcare professionals’ lives easier in the 

large field of emergent care of the older person.
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Introduction 

The carbon footprint of the NHS currently accounts for 3% of that of England as a whole (1), 

and yet the effects of climate change that we are currently experiencing and will be 

exacerbated in the future have a significant impact on human health, so much so that the 

Lancet has identified climate change as the greatest threat to human health in the 21st century 

(2). It should be no surprise therefore that healthcare professionals are increasingly seeing 

sustainability as part of their duty of care towards patients. 

Infant Feeding is a much researched and often controversial area. The World Health 

Organisation recommends 6 months of exclusive breastfeeding at the beginning of a child’s 

life, and continued breastfeeding with other foods for up to two years or more (3). 

The Principles of Sustainable Healthcare identified by the Campaign for Greener Healthcare 

(4) provide a structure for Sustainability Quality Improvement Projects. Infant Feeding plays 

into all four of these principles as follows: 

1. Disease prevention and promotion: Increased breastfeeding rates are proven to 

prevent certain diseases and promote health in both mother and child (5), and could 

lead to cost savings up to £50 million for the NHS, as well as associated carbon 

savings, due to fewer GP consultations and hospital admissions (6).  

2. Patient education and empowerment: Parents who receive good breastfeeding 

education are better placed to initiate breastfeeding successfully (7)   

3. Lean Service Delivery:  If parents know where to find online support and Infant 

Feeding helplines, this may prevent them from having to travel to the GP surgery 

(releasing greenhouse gases into the atmosphere if travelling by car) when they are 

struggling.  
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4. Low carbon alternatives: Elevated breastfeeding rates lead to reduced demand for 

formula, which requires a carbon-intensive production process (8)  

Consequently, Infant Feeding is a sustainability issue and our project aimed to investigate 

ways to increase breastfeeding rates in Eastville, Bristol, UK. 

Breastfeeding is a highly contentious issue, and there are many varied and worthy reasons 

why 80% of women stop breastfeeding before they want to (9), which are explored further in 

Methods. The nuances and emotional challenges of the topic make it a complex and 

interesting research project. 

Methods  

We worked with East Trees Health Centre, a GP surgery in Eastville. The council ward of 

Eastville has a diverse population of 14 600 and includes areas among the most deprived 10% 

in England (stratified using the Index of Multiple Deprivation which takes into account all 7 

domains of deprivation) as well as more affluent areas (10, 11). 

In Eastville, at 10-14 days old, 82.2% of babies receive breastmilk, of which 60.0% are 

exclusively breastfed. After 6 to 8 weeks, the prevalence of breastfeeding in Eastville falls by 

5.1% to 77.1% (12). By six months, 34% of babies in the UK are receiving breastmilk, of 

which just 1% are breastfed exclusively as recommended by the World Health Organisation 

(9, 3). Data on breastfeeding at 6 months is not currently available for individual wards, but it 

can be assumed that Eastville generally follows this trend of low exclusive breastfeeding at 6 

months.  

Due to Eastville’s relatively high early breastfeeding rates, rather than working to increase 

breastfeeding initiation, we focused on narrowing the rapid fall in breastfeeding that occurs 

over the first months of a baby’s life. 

 

 

 

Using the four Principles of Sustainable Healthcare, we created a driver diagram (Figure 2) 

for the aim of increasing breastfeeding rates in Eastville, which led to the following change 

ideas: 

1. Provide training for staff at GP surgery  

2. Provide GPs with Bristol Breastfeeding Welcome list of places to breastfeed (13)  

3. Make GP surgery a more welcoming place for people who breastfeed  

4. Provide GP staff with list of peer support groups to recommend to parents  

5. Provide GPs with list of online resources and helplines for Infant Feeding 

We focused on training staff for a number of reasons. Firstly, the most common reasons for 

cessation of breastfeeding early on in the post-natal period include painful nipples, perceived 

lack of milk, the infant struggling to breastfeed or seeming unsatisfied with breastmilk (14). 

We originally planned to educate parents about the environmental benefits of breastfeeding, 

however these data show that not knowing about the health and other benefits of 

breastfeeding is not a principle reason for breastfeeding cessation.   

Figure 1: Public Health Bristol data on breastfeeding at the NBV and Health Visitor 6 to 8 week check (Eastville highlighted) 
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Additionally, many people have had difficult personal experiences with Infant Feeding, 

including those who’s cessation of breastfeeding has contributed to depressive symptoms 

(15). We did not want to inadvertently alienate parents who used formula by addressing 

sustainability with them, as we would have been unable to provide adequate follow-up 

support if this was the case. We therefore focused on improving support for parents of infants 

and concluded that the most effective way to do this was by educating GP surgery staff.   

Providing GPs with Infant Feeding resources that they can pass onto patients means that this 

information will benefit more people over time than we could have reached in three weeks.  

GPs will only see patients who are already having problems with Infant Feeding and therefore 

need the resources, whereas we would have sent this information out to all new parents, of 

whom many may not have found it relevant. This streamlined our project delivery. 

As recommended by the Plan, Do, Study, Act framework for quality improvement, we 

constructed a Model for Improvement for our project (16). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MMooddeell  ffoorr  IImmpprroovveemmeenntt  

1. What are we trying to accomplish?  

We are trying to improve the education of GP staff and their ability to 
support people who breastfeed and their partners  

2. How will we know that a change is an improvement?  

We will send out surveys before and after delivering training to GP staff to 
assess how their education on the subject of Infant Feeding and 
Sustainability has changed  

3. What change can we make that will result in improvement?  

We will provide training for staff at the GP surgery, as well as providing 
them with a list of resources including Bristol Breastfeeding Welcome list 
of places to breastfeed and online resources and helplines for Infant 
Feeding. 

We will also print “Breastfeeding Welcome Here” posters to place in the 
GP waiting room to make this room more welcoming for people who 
breastfeed  

We wrote two pre-training surveys, one for clinical and one for non-clinical staff, to gauge 

their level of knowledge on sustainable healthcare, and the links between sustainability and 

Infant Feeding. We created two surveys as some patient related questions would be irrelevant 

for non-clinical staff (Appendix).  

We created the surveys using the website Survey Monkey (17), so that they could be accessed 

via email using a web link, thus cutting down on paper use and increasing efficiency. Each 

survey included under 10 questions making them quick to answer so more people would 

respond. To ensure that our questioning was ethical, we provided our email address for 

respondents to contact us if they had additional information or any problems with the survey. 

As the survey was in a multiple choice structure, it was not possible for respondents to 

disclose information that gave us cause for concern and so it was not necessary to plan what 

we would do if this were the case. Another ethical consideration was our choice to survey GP 

staff and not parents. As the content may have been emotive, we didn’t want to involve 

people outside the surgery in this part of our research; the project was not long enough for us 

to ensure follow up support if necessary. All data received was anonymised. 

To better understand personal experiences of Infant Feeding, we attended both Fishponds 

Feeding  

Support Group, a free voluntary service for parents led by a Breastfeeding Peer Supporter and 

a Breastfeeding Counsellor, and a Baby Clinic led by Health Visitors, where parents bring 

their infant in to the surgery if they have any concerns.  

Guided by this research and the preliminary survey results, we delivered a 15 minute 

presentation to GP surgery staff: see appendix for slides. 

We then conducted a post-talk survey, using the same format as before.  
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Increase breastfeeding  
rates among new  

mothers in  Eastville 

Prevention of diseases  
related to low  

breastfeeding rates 

Improve quality of  
breastfeeding support  
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Training for staff at GP surgery 

Create online  
resource for staff at GP surgery 

Increase acceptability  
of breastfeeding 

Provide parents with Bristol Breastfeeding  
Welcome list of places to breastfeed 

Provide GPs with Bristol Breastfeeding  
Welcome list of places to breastfeed to  

recommend to parents 
Make GP surgery a more welcoming place 
for  people breastfeeding 

Empowerment  of  
women to breastfeed  
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. 
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Feeding Peer Support  

services 

Provide parents with list of peer support  
groups 

Provide GP staff with list of peer support  
groups to recommend to parents 

Implement whole  
family approach to  

Infant Feeding 
Create information leaflet for the partners 
of  breastfeeding women 

Ensure a   lean  advice  
and management  

system around  
breastfeeding 

Reduce need for  
families to travel to GP  

surgery for Infant  
Feeding support 

Provide parents with list of online resources  
and helplines for Infant Feeding  

Provide GPs with list of online resources 
and  helplines for Infant Feeding to 

recommend  to parents 
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Figure 2: Driver Diagram Results  

20 staff members at East Trees Health Centre completed the two preliminary surveys, of 

which 11 completed the survey for clinical staff and 9 completed the survey for non-clinical 

staff.  

A total of 7 GP staff members attended the talk. These included two nurses, a pharmacist, two 

salaried GPs, a GP trainee and a GP partner. Of these, 3 completed the follow up survey. See 

tables 1 to 3 for results of the surveys  

 

Table 1: Preliminary survey (Non-clinical staff) 

Question RESPONSE (%)    

How aware do you think the 
people of Eastville are of 

Climate Change? 

Very aware: 

22 

Quite aware: 

44 

Heard of it: 

33 

Unaware: 

0 

How aware are you of the 
principles of sustainable 

healthcare? 

Very aware: 

11 

Quite aware: 

22 

Heard of it: 

33 

Unaware: 

33 

How responsible do you think 
a GP surgery is when it 
comes to sustainability? 

Very 
responsible: 

22 

Quite 
responsible: 

67 

Not particularly 
responsible: 

11 

Not responsible 
at all: 

0 

Do you think about how East 
Trees staff might encourage 

sustainability? 

Regularly: 

11 

Sometimes: 

67 

Not really: 

22 

Never: 

0 

How comfortable do you feel 
supporting women to 

breastfeed in East Trees 
Health Centre, including 

directing them to a private 
area if requested? 

Very 
comfortable: 

67 

Quite 
comfortable: 

33 

Not very 
comfortable: 

0 

Very 
uncomfortable: 

0 

How aware are you of 
women’s legal rights to 

breastfeed in public? 

Very aware: 

22 

Quite aware: 

44 

Not very aware: 

22 

Unaware: 

11 

How comfortable do you 
think a woman would feel 

breastfeeding in the waiting 
room of this GP practice? 

Very 
comfortable: 

0 

Quite 
comfortable: 

0 

Not very 
comfortable: 

100 

Uncomfortable: 

0 
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Table 2: Preliminary survey (Clinical staff) 

Question RESPONSE (%)    

How aware do you think the 
people of Eastville are of 

Climate Change? 

Very aware: 

8 

Quite aware: 

58 

Heard of it: 

33 

Unaware: 

0 

How aware are you of the 
principles of sustainable 

healthcare? 

Very aware: 

17 

Quite aware: 

50 

Heard of it: 

25 

Unaware: 

8 

How responsible do you think 
a GP surgery is when it 
comes to sustainability? 

Very 
responsible: 

42 

Quite 
responsible: 

50 

Not particularly 
responsible: 

8 

Not responsible 
at all: 

0 

How often do you mention 
sustainability when talking to 

patients and staff? 

Very often: 

8 

Quite often: 

8 

Sometimes: 

50 

Never: 

33 

How confident are you in 
talking about / taking action 

on sustainability? 

Very 
confident: 

17 

Quite 
confident: 

17 

Not very 
confident: 

67 

Not confident at 
all: 

0 

How aware are you of any 
links between breastfeeding 

and sustainability? 

Very aware: 

42 

Quite aware: 

8 

Heard of it: 

25 

Unaware: 

25 

How confident are you on the 
subject of Infant Feeding? 

Very 
confident: 

33 

Quite 
confident: 

50 

Not very 
confident: 

17 

Not confident at 
all: 

0 

How comfortable do you 
think a woman would feel 

breastfeeding in the waiting 
room of this GP practice? 

Very 
comfortable: 

8 

Quite 
comfortable: 

50 

Not very 
comfortable: 

42 

Uncomfortable: 

0 

How aware are you of 
women’s legal rights to 

breastfeed in public? 

Very aware: 

67 

Quite aware: 

25 

Heard of it: 

8 

Unaware: 

0 

Do you think that talking 
about sustainability and 

breastfeeding could 
encourage more women to 

breastfeed? 

Yes: 

83 

No: 

17 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Breastfeeding follow up survey 

Question RESPONSE (%)    

How aware are you of the 
principles of sustainable 

healthcare? 

Very aware: 

67 

Quite aware: 

33 

Heard of it: 

0 

Unaware: 

0 

How responsible do you 
think a GP surgery is when it 

comes to sustainability? 

Very 
responsible: 

67 

Quite 
responsible: 

33 

Not particularly 
responsible: 

0 

Not responsible 
at all: 

0 

After the talk, do you think 
that you are now more likely 

to mention sustainability 
when talking to patients and 

staff? 

Strongly 
agree: 

67 

Agree: 

33 

Disagree: 

0 

Strongly 
disagree: 

0 

How confident are you in 
talking about / taking action 

on sustainability? 

Very 
confident: 

0 

Quite 
confident: 

100 

Not very 
confident: 

0 

Not confident at 
all: 

0 

How aware are you of any 
links between breastfeeding 

and sustainability? 

Very aware: 

100 

Quite aware: 

0 

Heard of it: 

0 

Unaware: 

0 

How confident are you on the 
subject of Infant Feeding? 

Very 
confident: 

67 

Quite 
confident: 

33 

Not very 
confident: 

0 

Not confident 
at all: 

0 

N/A: 

0 

Do you think that the talk 
today will affect how you 

approach the subject of 
Infant Feeding when talking 

with patients? 

Strongly 
agree: 

67 

Agree: 

0 

Disagree: 

33 

Strongly 
disagree: 

0 

N/A: 

0 

Do you think that you will 
find the list of resources that 

we’ve compiled useful? 

Strongly 
agree: 

100 

Agree: 

0 

Disagree: 

0 

Strongly 
disagree: 

0 

N/A: 

0 

How confident do you feel 
supporting women to 

breastfeed in East Trees 
Health Centre, including 

directing them to a private 
area if requested? 

Very 
confident: 

100 

Quite 
confident: 

0 

Not very 
confident: 

0 

Not confident at 
all: 

0 
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Discussion  

The results from the preliminary surveys streamlined our talk as we could focus on the areas 

that people knew less about. For example, only 11% of non-clinical staff and 17% of clinical 

staff were very aware of the Principles of Sustainable Healthcare, so we included these in our 

talk.  

At the Fishponds Feeding Support Group, we met a woman who was pregnant and was 

seeking advice on her plan to breastfeed, which she was determined to do. Another mother 

was worried that her 6-week-old baby wasn’t putting on weight as well as hoped. She asked 

the question “what am I doing wrong?”, which hinted at the high levels of guilt that mothers 

can feel when they struggle to breastfeed. This brought to life the evidence that it is not for 

lack of trying that women stop breastfeeding. It is essential to nurture an environment of non-

judgement and of support for parents as they navigate Infant Feeding, whether they 

breastfeed or not. The women also talked about the stigma surrounding breastfeeding in 

public. None had had any negative experiences of breastfeeding in public, but some talked 

about feeling uncomfortable breastfeeding in front of other people. One woman said she felt 

she had to “use a blanket to cover herself up” whilst breastfeeding, even in front of family. 

This demonstrates a need for the normalisation of breastfeeding in public. 

Again, at the Baby Clinic I met parents with wildly differing experiences of breastfeeding. 

One woman “couldn’t cope” with breastfeeding a baby and looking after a toddler, but 

another was reluctant to introduce solid foods to her infant’s diet as she “didn’t want to let 

go” of the mother-child bond she found through breastfeeding. 

This research guided our talk; we presented slides on the health benefits of breastfeeding and 

environmental impacts of bottle feeding, but were also sure to say that everyone’s 

breastfeeding journey is unique, often difficult, and that we were approaching this topic 

without judgement to parents.  

We received positive feedback from our talk at the GP surgery, and comparison of the pre- 

and post- talk surveys shows that levels of knowledge and confidence on sustainability and 

Infant Feeding increased. The staff who came to the talk were representative of five different 

occupations, significant as Infant Feeding is an area which involves many different 

professionals. The attendees however were all female: the two male GPs coincidently did not 

work on the day of the week that we delivered the talk. The relatively low turnout may have 

been due to the short length of the project, meaning that we couldn’t give staff much notice. 

This also led to a low response rate to the follow-up survey.  

The following figures were all higher after the talk compared to before. Following the talk, 

100% of respondents were aware of the Principles of Sustainable Healthcare, agreed that GP 

surgeries are responsible when it comes to sustainability, were more likely to talk about 

sustainability with talking to patients and staff, were confident in taking action on 

sustainability, were very aware of links between breastfeeding and sustainability and were 

confident on Infant Feeding. Additionally, 67% of respondents strongly agreed that our talk 

would affect how they approach the subject of Infant Feeding when talking with patients, and 

100% strongly agreed that they would find the list of resources we compiled useful. With 

these positive results, we feel that we achieved our aims of providing useful training for staff 

at the GP surgery and providing them with helpful resources.   

Interestingly, 58% of clinical staff thought that a woman would either be quite or very 

comfortable breastfeeding in the surgery waiting room, whereas 100% of non-clinical staff, 

including receptionists who would spend the most time in the waiting room, said they thought 

such a woman would not be very comfortable. Reflecting on these data, after our talk we 
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initiated a discussion about making the GP surgery more welcome to breastfeeding. We 

decided to put up a “Breastfeeding Welcome Here” poster in the waiting room, and also 

talked about installing a screen to create more privacy for people breastfeeding. Staff told us 

that the private room available if someone breastfeeding wanted it was in fact not a private 

room, but a treatment room which was not always empty. Although we did not have time to 

change this situation, we started a conversation amongst staff which they will hopefully work 

on in the future.  

The stigma surrounding breastfeeding is a nationwide issue and will not be solved by a single 

poster, however, every small action counts and the more visible breastfeeding women are in 

society, the more normalised and accepted it will become.  

Over a restricted time period, we started a conversation about Infant Feeding and 

Sustainability in a GP practice. Although, the long-term effects on breastfeeding rates in 

Eastville will be difficult to measure, I am confident that we made a positive difference. 

Conclusion  

Infant Feeding has not historically been brought up in a sustainability context, but people we 

talked to who work in Infant Feeding were interested in learning more about these 

associations.  

People who work at East Trees Health Centre, including GPs, nurses, health visitors and non-

clinical staff are generally open to ideas about sustainability and feel that healthcare 

professionals and health services have a responsibility to be more sustainable. GP surgery 

staff showed an increase in knowledge of Sustainable Healthcare and the links with Infant 

Feeding after our talk.  

Most mothers in the UK want to breastfeed but many stop prematurely due to varying factors. 

GPs have a role in supporting those who have trouble breastfeeding or directing them to 

necessary support - 100% of GPs said that the resource lists we compiled would be useful.  

It’s important for people to feel comfortable to breastfeed in public spaces, as young babies 

feed regularly throughout the day. We put up a “Breastfeeding Welcome Here” poster in the 

GP surgery waiting room to increase normalisation of breastfeeding.  
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Appendix  
 

* Preliminary survey for clinical staff  

We are Eve and Katherine, two 2nd year medical students on a short course in Sustainable 
Healthcare at Eastville Medical Practice. We are working on a quality improvement project 
increasing awareness of the links between breastfeeding and sustainability. Using this survey, 
we’re hoping to gauge the current knowledge level of patients and staff on these issues, ahead 
of a training session next week. Thank you for taking the time to complete this short survey. 
If you have any additional comments please contact us via email (hm18836@bristol.ac.uk).  

1. How aware do you think that the people of Eastville are of climate change?  
Very aware / Quite aware / Heard of it / Unaware  
2. How aware are you of the principles of Sustainable Healthcare?  
Very aware / Quite aware / Heard of it / Unaware  
3. How responsible do you think a GP surgery is when it comes to sustainability?  
Very responsible / Quite responsible / Not particularly responsible / Not responsible at all  
4. How often do you mention sustainability when talking to patients and staff?  
Very often / Quite often / Sometimes / Never  
5. How confident are you in talking about / taking action on sustainability?  
Very confident / Quite confident / Not very confident / Not confident at all  
6. How aware are you of any links between breastfeeding and sustainability?  
Very aware / Quite aware / Heard of it / Unaware  
7. How confident are you on the subject of Infant Feeding?  
Very confident / Quite confident / Not very confident / Not confident at all  
8. How comfortable do you think a woman would feel breastfeeding in the waiting room 

of this GP practice?  
Very comfortable / Quite comfortable / Not very comfortable / Uncomfortable  
9. How aware are you of women’s legal rights to breastfeed in public?  
Very aware / Quite aware / Heard of it / Unaware  
10. Do you think that talking about sustainability and breastfeeding could encourage 

more women to breastfeed?  
Yes / No  

NEW QUESTION  
 * Preliminary survey for non-clinical staff  

1. How aware do you think that the people of Eastville are of climate change?  
Very aware / Quite aware / Heard of it / Unaware  
2. How aware are you of the principles of Sustainable Healthcare?  
Very aware / Quite aware / Heard of it / Unaware  
3. How responsible do you think a GP surgery is when it comes to sustainability?  
Very responsible / Quite responsible / Not particularly responsible / Not responsible at all 
4. Do you think about how East Trees staff might encourage sustainability?  

Regularly / Sometimes / Not really / Never  
5. How comfortable do you feel supporting women to breastfeed in East Trees Health 

Centre, including directing them to a private area if requested?  
Very comfortable / Quite comfortable / Not very comfortable / Very Uncomfortable  

6. How aware are you of women's legal rights to breastfeed in public?  
Very aware / Quite aware / Not very aware / Unaware  
7. How comfortable do you think a woman would feel breastfeeding in the waiting room 

of this GP practice?  
Very comfortable / Quite comfortable / Not very comfortable / Uncomfortable  

NEW QUESTION  
 

  
* Post-talk follow-up survey  

Thank you for coming to our short talk today. It would be useful if you could fill out this 
survey for our research. Some questions may be more relevant to clinical staff, and others to 
non-clinical staff, so please just answer to the best of your ability or choose the Not 
Applicable option. Many thanks, Eve and Katherine  

1. How aware do you think that the people of Eastville are of climate change?  
Very aware / Quite aware / Heard of it / Unaware  
2. How aware are you of the principles of Sustainable Healthcare?  
Very aware / Quite aware / Heard of it / Unaware  
3. How responsible do you think a GP surgery is when it comes to sustainability?  

Very responsible / Quite responsible / Not particularly responsible / Not responsible at all  
4. After the talk, do you think that you are now more likely to mention sustainability 

when talking to patients and staff?  
Strongly agree / Agree / Disagree / Strongly disagree  
5. How confident are you in talking about / taking action on sustainability?  
Very confident / Quite confident / Not very confident / Not confident at all  
6. How aware are you of any links between breastfeeding and sustainability?  
Very aware / Quite aware / Heard of it / Unaware   
7. How confident are you on the subject of Infant Feeding?  
Very confident / Quite confident / Not very confident / Not confident at all / N/A  
8. Do you think that the talk today will affect how you will approach the subject of 

Infant Feeding when talking with patients?  
Strongly agree / Agree / Disagree / Strongly disagree / N/A  
9. Do you think that you will find the list of resources that we’ve compiled useful?  
Strongly agree / Agree / Disagree / Strongly disagree / N/A  
10. How comfortable do you feel supporting women to breastfeed in East Trees 
Health Centre, including directing them to a private area if requested?  

Very comfortable / Quite comfortable / Not very comfortable / Very Uncomfortable  
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* Presentation slides  
   

  
  
  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

List of Infant Feeding Resources that I collated (Word document) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Please note that resources marked with an asterisk were created in collaboration with 
Katherine Grigg  
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Abstract 

 

Objectives: A review to assess the use of and adherence to post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP) 

for HIV infection in health workers in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) following occupational 

exposure. 

Methods: A literature search of six databases was conducted. The search aimed to find 

studies which had recorded the experiences of healthcare workers with HIV PEP, within 

SSA. The primary outcome was adherence to the course of medication. The STROBE 

checklist for observational studies was used as a quality assessment, and the number of 

studies matching each criterion was produced as a percentage. Data was extracted for each 

outcome, with averages calculated for each. 

Results: Fourteen studies matched inclusion criteria and were included in the review. Data 

on PEP adherence and reporting rates were extracted from the studies. Averages were 

calculated for the outcomes and discussed. Rates of adherence ranged from 28.8% to 100% 

with an average of 68.3%. Percutaneous injury was the most common method of exposure. 

The average rate of reporting incidents to management was 52.1%. In most of the studies, a 

large proportion of the staff were found to have inadequate knowledge of PEP for HIV. 

Conclusions: Rates of PEP adherence following potential HIV exposure in healthcare 

workers are low. The side effects of PEP need to be managed with other medications to 

improve compliance. The rates of reporting were consistently low across the health settings, 

suggesting that interventions should be aimed at providing sustainable reporting systems in 

resource low settings, coupled with education for staff surrounding the importance of 

reporting all incidents at work. 
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Introduction 

Health care workers (HCWs) are frequently exposed to infectious diseases and blood-borne 

infections. Patient-to-HCW cross-infection can occur if these pathogens enter the 

bloodstream via percutaneous or mucocutaneous exposure. Percutaneous refers 

to transmission through breaks in the skin, whereas mucocutaneous sites like the eyes, nose 

and mouth can also be exposed to infectious material. Common methods of transmission are 

needle-stick, sharps and splash injuries (NSSSIs), an occupational hazard for many 

health staff (1). Use of personal protective equipment (PPE) can be used to decrease the risk 

of exposure, although this may be challenging in low-resource settings (2).  

 

Human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) poses an occupational health risk to professionals, a 

particular threat to staff in areas where it is endemic (3). More than 36 million people live 

with HIV around the globe, and Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) currently bears the majority of the 

global burden of HIV as shown in figure 1 (4). 

 
What is already known about this subject? 

●  Adherence to PEP is a challenge in both developed and developing countries, mainly due to stigma 

and side effects. 

●  Prevalence of HIV is highest in Sub-Saharan Africa and HIV rates continue to rise in a number of 

countries within this region. 

What are the new findings? 
● Staff in Sub-Saharan Africa need education surrounding the risks of needlestick, sharps and splash 

injuries, and the importance of PEP to increase uptake. 

● There is a lack of clear, easy-to-use reporting systems within low-resource health settings, resulting in 

low reporting rates as some staff are unaware of the steps to accessing prophylactic care. 

How might this impact on policy or clinical practice in the foreseeable future? 
●  The results may inform and optimise future interventions and policies involving PEP provision for 

occupational exposures to HIV. 

● Management in health settings in low-resource settings should be guided to create easy to use, 

sustainable reporting systems for incidents at work that require follow-up care e.g. needlestick injuries.  

   
Figure 1: A map produced by the World Health Organisation, showing prevalence of HIV by region. 

Africa had the highest prevalence of HIV among adults aged 15 to 49 in 2017.(4)  

   
What is HIV?  

Incurable but treatable, HIV causes progressive failure of the body’s immune system, until it 

advances to become Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS)(5). A relatively new 

virus, it was first isolated only in the 1980s, and has claimed over 35 million lives since the 

epidemic began(6). Late diagnosis of AIDS has a poor prognosis and reduces life expectancy 

dramatically, but early HIV treatment using antiretroviral therapy (ART) has saved lives 

around the world (7). It was estimated over 1.2 million deaths were prevented through use of 

ART in the year 2016 alone, as can be seen in figure 2(8). Since the United Nation’s 

millennium development goals set targets to reduce HIV spread globally, ART has become 

steadily more affordable and available in the developing world(9). Whilst treatment 

programmes are rolled out around the world, focus on HIV prevention is essential 

to limit further spread of the virus. By emphasising preventative medicine through 

sustainable behaviour changes and prophylaxis, it benefits both patients and heavily burdened 

health care systems. 
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Figure 2: A chart to show the impact of ART on deaths due to HIV/AIDS.(8) 

  
 
There are several groups who are more vulnerable to HIV infection than the general 

population: men who have sex with men (MSM), intravenous (IV) drug users and sex 

workers. This is because it is most commonly spread through unprotected anal sex 

and contaminated needles(10). In the field of HIV prevention there are two prophylactics 

available: Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis (PrEP) and Post-Exposure Prophylaxis (PEP). PrEP is 

taken by high risk groups daily regardless of exposure, similar to the female contraceptive 

pill, and is currently only available in a small number of countries(11). It benefits patients 

who are frequently partaking in high risk activities, as it will reduce their risk of acquiring the 

virus.  

 

The focus of this article will be the use of PEP in occupational settings because PrEP is not 

yet commonly available around the world. It is important to examine HIV prevention 

schemes in Sub-Saharan Africa, because of the high disease burden of the region, but 

the PrEP scheme currently has suboptimal coverage in Africa, and so it would be difficult to 

assess the treatment in depth(12).  

 

What is PEP and why is it important for HCWs?  

PEP is a course of ART taken after potential HIV exposure. Although PEP has proven 

effectiveness(14), the drugs have unpleasant side effects and studies have shown this as a 

common complaint amongst patients who did complete treatment (18). The most common 

side effects are fatigue, headaches and gastrointestinal symptoms such as vomiting, diarrhoea 

and nausea(15).   

 

Current literature on PEP is based on cohorts in the western world, and there is a need for 

focus of research to be shifting to the developing world, especially SSA, which carries the 

highest burden of disease for HIV/AIDS(4). In 2016, Eastern and Southern Africa alone saw 

790,000 new HIV infections, 43% of the world’s total (15). A systematic review of 

occupational injuries found that almost one half of all health workers in Africa were exposed 

to blood and other bodily fluids each year(16). The implications of this in a region where 

HIV prevalence is high could be serious for those who do not follow post exposure 

guidelines.  

 

PEP is available in many parts of SSA and is recommended within the first 72 hours 

following recent potential HIV exposure. PEP is indicated for both occupational and non-

occupational exposures including unprotected sexual intercourse (particularly receptive anal 

intercourse), sexual assault and unclean needle use by IV drug users(17). The treatment is 

often in the form of a combination of three antiretrovirals, with a course duration of 28 days. 

If adhered to correctly, the PEP regimen greatly reduces the risk of seroconversion (the point 

at which HIV antibodies are detectable), and is most effective when started soon 

after exposure(18). The rationale for this is that it can take a number of days before HIV can 

be detected in the lymph nodes, and then over a week before it is detectable in the 
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blood.  PEP aims to prevent viral replication and inhibit transmission of HIV(17). Research 

has shown that adherence to PEP can be challenging, often due to its side effects(18-20). An 

increased understanding of these barriers to adherence may inform new policies to help 

promote regimen adherence in order to keep HIV transmission low.  

 

Numerous observational studies have been carried out to monitor utilisation and knowledge 

of PEP in health settings within SSA, but there has yet to be a systematic review which 

collates these studies and analyses the trends. The aim of this systematic review is to identify 

the biggest challenges in PEP uptake and adherence for health staff, in the hope that this will 

inform policy makers and intervention designs, in order to reduce HIV patient-to-

HCW transmission.  

 

Methods  

   

Search strategy  

A systematic database search was conducted of Ovid Medline(1946 to April 

2019), PsycInfo(1806 to April 2019), PsycArticles, Embase(1974 to April 2019), 

CINAHL(1937 to April 2019) and Cochrane(1995 to April 2019). A search strategy was used 

with the following terms (medical subject headings and text words): HIV, human 

immunodeficiency virus, AIDS, acquired immunodeficiency syndrome, post-exposure 

prophylaxis, occupational, needlestick injury, sharp injury and splash event.  

 

Each study deemed relevant to be included in the review was analysed thoroughly, and its 

references searched to identify any further relevant studies to be included. Limits for English 

language and human studies only were added. Whether limiting for English language affected 

the results is difficult to ascertain, but it is certainly possible that there would be a wider 

breadth of studies if languages, such as French (which is common in the region), were 

included. However, some publications suggest that there isn’t a significant difference in 

outcomes between systematic reviews with and without language restrictions, so I am 

reassured that any language bias in this review will not have drastically changed my 

conclusion(22).  

   

Following the guidelines published by PRISMA, a flow chart was produced, clearly mapping 

the search process(23). Individual searches of each database had to be conducted to enable 

Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) to be used where available, a feature not possible if all 

databases are searched simultaneously. As a result, duplicates were removed later during 

screening. Titles and abstract screening were performed, to immediately rule out papers that 

were not relevant. Included papers were extracted and assessed against the selection criteria.  

 

Selection Criteria  

Studies matched the inclusion criteria if they matched the six points outlined in figure 3.  

Commencing the PEP regimen is indicated when the source is HIV+ or the source status is 

unknown. Some studies included were able to differentiate between the source’s HIV status, 

but others were unable to. Both types were included in analysis.  
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Figure 3: The six inclusion criteria for selection listed above the four criteria for exclusion. 
 
Data Extraction and Analysis  

A data extraction form was established based on a Cochrane data compilation template(24).  

Based upon the high number of cross-sectional studies included in this review, the STROBE 

quality assessment was deemed most appropriate to analyse the quality of the studies 

included for review(25). Using the STROBE checklist, it was possible to assess the quality of 

the observational studies included in the review and collate this to present the percentages of 

the studies which matched the criteria. The interventional study was not eligible to be 

assessed in this way(26). Individual studies that met over 75% of the criteria were deemed as 

high quality.  

   

Figures were extracted from the studies, interpreted and discussed.  

   

 

 

 

 

Results  

  

The search of six databases yielded 321 results in total. Duplicates were removed and 

abstracts were screened until 35 full papers remained for full review as seen in figure 4. 

Fourteen of these studies were identified as appropriate for inclusion in the study. All studies 

were identified during the database search, bar one which was selected during reference 

screening(27).  

 

 
Figure 4: PRISMA flowchart showing the search process. 

 

A summary of the selected studies can be seen in table 1. The final 14 chosen were composed 

of 11 cross-sectional studies(27-37), 2 retrospective cohort studies(38,39) and one 
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interventional study(26). The studies were based in a variety of countries within SSA: 3 from 

Tanzania(35-37), 2 from each of Nigeria(32,34), South Africa(27,33), Ethiopia(29,30) and 

Kenya(26,38), and 1 from each of Botswana(31), Uganda(28) and Ghana(39).   

   

Eleven of the studies had a mixture of clinical staff involved in the studies(26,28-31,34-

39). The criteria includes anyone who is actively at risk from potential exposure from patient 

contact, ranging from nurses and doctors to laboratory personnel and cleaners. The three 

studies that only focused on one group of HCWs were as follows: only nursing and medical 

staff(32), one  only medical students (local not overseas)(33), and one only included 

interns(27).  

   

Only one study introduced an intervention(26), which was the introduction of PEP in a 

setting where it wasn’t previously available. In this case, the data used for analysis of 

adherence was from the intervention year following PEP’s introduction.  

Table 1: Data extraction table. Includes the characteristics of fourteen studies which matched the 

criteria for systematic review arranged by author. Key: C-S = cross-sectional study. R-C = 

Retrospective cohort study. NSI = Needlestick injury. 

The STROBE quality assessment determined the percentage of studies which fulfilled the 

given criteria(25). The results of this assessment can be seen in table 2. Each study in the 

report provided sufficient background, objectives, setting, the key results and an 

interpretation of their findings. Only 43% of the selected studies included description of all 

their statistical methods, a key weakness identified was not discussing the possibilities of 

confounders. Only 36% of the studies included both information on the funding for their 

reports and any conflict of interest. Despite this, all studies that matched inclusion criteria 

were used for analysis and not rejected based on the quality assessment, as scoring systems 

can be prone to bias. All the studies matched over 50% of the 23 STROBE criteria. The 

poorest performing study met 60.9% of the criteria(29). Studies that met below 75% of the 

criteria were classed as poor quality and four of the studies fell below this 

margin(29,32,34,39).  
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Table 2: Quality assessment of the 14 studies included in the systematic review based upon the 
STROBE criteria.  

Quality Item Recommendation 

 
 

% of studies that fulfil the 

STROBE criteria 

Introduction 

Title and Abstract (a) Indicate the study’s design with a commonly used term in the title or the abstract (b) Provide in 

the abstract an informative and balanced summary of what was done and what was found 

93% 

Background Explain the scientific background and rationale for the investigation being reported  100% 

Objectives State specific objectives, including any prespecified hypotheses  100% 

Study Design Present key elements of study design early in the paper  93% 

Methodology 

Setting Describe the setting, locations, and relevant dates, including periods of recruitment, exposure, follow-

up, and data collection  

100% 

Participants (a) Cohort study—Give the eligibility criteria, and the sources and methods of selection of 

participants. Describe methods of follow-up. 

Cross-sectional study—Give the eligibility criteria, and the sources and methods of selection of 

participants. 

(b) Cohort study—For matched studies, give matching criteria and number of exposed and unexposed  

 

 

 

79% 

Variables Clearly define all outcomes, exposures, predictors, potential confounders, and effect modifiers. Give 

diagnostic criteria, if applicable  

71% 

Data sources/ measurement For each variable of interest, give sources of data and details of methods of assessment 

(measurement). Describe comparability of assessment methods if there is more than one group  

64% 

Bias  Describe any efforts to address potential sources of bias  50% 

Study size  Explain how the study size was arrived at 50% 

Quantitative variables  Explain how quantitative variables were handled in the analyses. If applicable, describe which 

groupings were chosen and why 

79% 

Statistical Methods Described all statistical methods, including those used to control for confounding and describe any 

methods used to examine subgroups. 

43% 

 Explain how missing data were addressed.  

Cohort study—If applicable, explain how loss to follow-up was addressed. 

Cross-sectional study—If applicable, describe analytical methods taking account of sampling strategy 

50% 

Results 

Participants Report numbers of individuals at each stage of study—eg numbers potentially eligible, examined for 

eligibility, confirmed eligible, included in the study, completing follow-up, and analysed. Give 

reasons for non-participation at each stage and consider use of a flow diagram. 

64% 

Descriptive data  (a) Give characteristics of study participants (eg demographic, clinical, social) and information on 

exposures and potential confounders  

(b) Indicate number of participants with missing data for each variable of interest 

(c) Cohort study—Summarise follow-up time (eg, average and total amount)  

57% 

Outcome data Cohort study—Report numbers of outcome events or summary measures over time  

Cross-sectional study—Report numbers of outcome events or summary measures 

86% 

Main results Give unadjusted estimates and, if applicable, confounder-adjusted estimates and their precision (eg, 

95% confidence interval). Make clear which confounders were adjusted for and why they were 

included 

50% 

Other Analyses Report other analyses done—eg analyses of subgroups and interactions, and sensitivity analyses 86% 

Discussion 

Key Results Summarise key results with reference to study objectives  100% 

Limitations Discuss limitations of the study, taking into account sources of potential bias or imprecision. Discuss 

both direction and magnitude of any potential bias  

71% 

Interpretation Give a cautious overall interpretation of results considering objectives, limitations, multiplicity of 

analyses, results from similar studies, and other relevant evidence 

100% 

Generalisability Discuss the generalisability (external validity) of the study results  79% 

Funding Give the source of funding and the role of the funders for the present study (conflict of interest) 36% 

 

 

PEP regimens  

Following exposure to bodily fluids, the risk of HIV transmission should be assessed by a 

clinician, who can decide whether the incident has a high or low risk for potential HIV 

exposure. This will take into account the volume of blood involved, and if the source’s HIV 

status is known(40). For example, a nurse might sustain a needle stick injury from an 

overflowing sharps box, with no way of knowing whether the blood in the needle carries the 

virus. This would be a high risk exposure as you would not know the source’s HIV status. 

For low risk exposures, a dual therapy of Zidovudine (AZT) and Lamivudine (3TC) is 

recommended. Following high risk exposures, a third drug should be prescribed in 

combination with this e.g. Zidovudine (AZT), Lamivudine (3TC) and Efavirenz (EFV)(17). 

Five studies didn’t state which drugs were used or the length of the course(26,28,31,35,37). 

Seven studies noted the length of the regimen as 28 days(27,29,30,32,34,36,38), two studies 

included data on both staff taking the 28 and 3 day course of ART(33,39).  

   

Measurement of adherence  

For most of the studies, an assessment of adherence was based upon self-report via a 

questionnaire(27-37). One, a retrospective study, had used a telephone call with the subjects 

at the end of the course of treatment to confirm with them if they had completed the 

regimen(39). Two of the studies did not include how they assessed whether the full course of 

medication had been completed or not(26,38).  

   

All the included studies reported the proportion of those who completed the regimen, 

as it was necessary for inclusion. Results are demonstrated in figure 5. Adherence ranged 

from 28.8% to 100% in one study(28). The average proportion of staff completing the full 

course of PEP stands at 68.3%. Only three of the studies included for review had adherence 
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rates above 80%(28,35,37). Eleven studies included the most frequent method of exposure. 

Three found that mucocutaneous exposure via blood splash was the most common(31,35,37), 

whereas eight found that percutaneous exposure via needlestick and sharps led to the majority 

of exposures(27,28,32-34,36,38,39).  

   

Six studies discussed reasons for non-adherence and unanimously described the side effects 

as the reason for participants not finishing the course of PEP(28,29,32,33,37,38). One study 

also stated that seronegativity of the source may become known after PEP has been 

prescribed, enabling the regimen to be stopped(37).  

 

 
Figure 5: A bar chart to display the numbers who were prescribed PEP in each study measured 

against those who adhered to the full course of treatment. 

 

Reporting of incidents and uptake  

Nine studies included data of how many of the exposures had been reported appropriately to 

management(27-29,31-33,35-37). Reporting rates ranged from 16.4% to 87% with an 

average of 52.1%. These studies suggested reasons for the poor rates of reporting and the 

most common reasons can be seen in figure 6. Perceiving there to be little risk was reported 

in many of the studies. Fear of a positive result, and lack of knowledge of how and where to 

report were also common themes that arose.  

Uptake of PEP following exposure was an outcome in twelve studies. The nature of the 

retrospective studies means they cannot be used to draw conclusions on uptake(38,39). 

However, the eleven cross sectional studies give the average PEP uptake at 31.9%. The 

interventional study was carried out in a health setting which previously didn’t offer PEP, and 

during the year it was introduced, despite 68 needle stick injuries, only 3 HCWs began taking 

prophylaxis(26).  

 

 
Figure 6: Table displaying the reasons given by HCWs who chose not to report their exposure to the 

appropriate management system, and the number of studies this reason featured in.  

 
 
  
Knowledge of PEP  

Five of the observational studies reported on the proportion of HCWs with low or inadequate 

knowledge of PEP for HIV, ranging from 16.7% to 62.2% with an average of 

36.94%(29,30,32,36,37), implying over a third of staff have inadequate knowledge of HIV 

PEP. However, many of the studies included all staff that were at risk of encountering 
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patients, and this included cleaners in some cases. This may be a cause for the relatively poor 

result for average PEP knowledge. The study which only included trained medical staff 

(nurses and doctors) showed that 83.3% had good knowledge of PEP(32). Four studies 

recorded staff’s awareness of PEP availability at their place of work, and results ranged from 

41.9% to 91% with an average of 71.45%(29,35-37). Five studies recorded if the staff were 

aware of the duration of PEP, with results ranging from 23% to 91.3% with an average of 

46.3%(29,30,32,34,37).  

   

Discussion  

This review supports the findings of similar reviews for non-occupational exposure, which 

have also found poor levels of PEP adherence(18-20). Failure to adhere correctly to the 

regimen will decrease the efficacy of the treatment and may result in failure to prevent HIV 

transmission. A case control study in the UK showed that if 28 days were not completed then 

the prophylaxis would fail(41). Common barriers to compliance were identified from the 

studies and were unanimously reported as: a) Perception and experience of PEP side effects 

b) seronegativity of source.  

   

The side effects of ART have been identified as a reason for poor compliance in both 

developing and developed countries, and this finding is supported by the studies included in 

this review(18-20). Diarrhoea, nausea and fatigue may be difficult to tolerate in some 

individuals.  As the type of PEP regimen used was not recorded in every study, it was 

difficult to draw conclusions as to whether adherence differed as a result of different side 

effects. However, one study had reported that side effects were equally as unpleasant for both 

the dual and triple therapies(33). It is important that patient compliance with ART is high, to 

avoid HIV acquisition and prevent virus strains developing with drug resistance. Poor 

adherence to the antiretrovirals can result in ART-resistance in some circumstances. This 

should be avoided by ensuring the PEP regimen is more tolerable, by managing the side 

effects with medications such as anti-emetics and anti-diarrhoeals. Drug-resistance of the 

source of exposure should also be considered. Since antiretrovirals have been made more 

available in SSA, there has been an increase in prevalence of resistance to the drugs(42). This 

means in some cases, a HCW could become infected with a drug-resistant strain of HIV, 

which will mean their HIV is less likely to respond effectively to ART.  

   

The decision to start ART is based upon an evaluation of the risk of acquiring HIV from the 

exposure. Although NSSSIs occur in a myriad of circumstances, in some cases the exposed 

staff member will be aware of the source. Their assessment of the likelihood of the patient 

being seronegative was found to impact whether they deemed prophylaxis necessary and 

whether they adhered. HCWs who are prescribed PEP following an incident at work, may 

evaluate their own risk and deem it negligible, based on either patient assessment or 

misconceptions of risk. This will affect rates of reporting, uptake and adherence, and can be 

combated by educating staff on the risks of non-adherence.  

 

In some cases, it is possible to perform a baseline HIV test to assess whether the exposure 

poses a threat to the HCW. Some studies included data on the number of HIV+ sources but 

did not follow up on how this affected the adherence findings. More targeted research is 

needed to draw definite conclusions about how health seeking behaviours are influenced by 

knowing the exposure is HIV+ compared to not knowing the status at all. Despite this, 

possible theories have been discussed in many of the papers. It is thought that not knowing 

the source’s HIV status can lead staff to be less concerned about the risk of transmission and 
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so less likely to take PEP or adhere. Baseline testing following exposure should be 

consistently performed to avoid perception of seronegativity contributing to poor adherence.  

   

It is important to not only consider the source’s HIV status, but the clinician’s too. Beating 

the stigma around HIV and AIDS is a battle still being fought around the world, and Africa is 

no exception, despite its high prevalence rates. One study found that staff who already knew 

their status was HIV- before exposure were more likely to take PEP than those who did not 

know their HIV status (26). After reporting an exposure, protocol dictates you should have a 

baseline HIV test, and a follow up blood test after completion of the course. Fear of finding 

out they may be HIV+ from prior exposures is a deterrent for staff who may be worried about 

their status and the implications of their employer knowing they are HIV+. This could 

contribute to the low levels of incident reporting seen across the studies.  

   

There was also reference to the idea that doctors can get PEP medication without reporting it 

to supervisors, meaning uptake may have been higher than reported. More research would be 

needed to see if this is a common occurrence.  

   

Knowledge of the prophylaxis regimen for HIV was investigated in several of the studies 

included in the analysis. Poor general knowledge of PEP for HIV was observed in a number 

of countries in SSA. This could contribute to the lack of adherence to the medication, 

especially when coupled with unpleasant side effects. Interventions focusing on education 

could dramatically improve utilisation and adherence to PEP in these settings.  

 

 

 

Strength and Limitations  

 

This review was not without its limitations. Recall bias must be considered when interpreting 

this data. An unfortunate consequence of relying on self-reporting via questionnaires, as was 

the case in most of the studies, is that this could result in both underreporting and 

overreporting of adherence.  

   

Some studies included the number of staff who had been given a baseline HIV test following 

exposure but the majority didn’t specify the results. This may affect the uptake results 

because staff who were already infected would gain no benefit from PEP.  

   

Although the majority of the studies had the same types of participants, there was some 

clinical heterogeneity between studies which may cause variation in results due to differences 

in clinical practice and knowledge between occupations. In the eleven studies with the same 

participant group, their criteria for inclusion were any health care workers or students with 

clinical exposure. This included a variety of different workers, ranging from doctors to 

laboratory staff to cleaners. This also may cause some variance in results. However, by these 

reviews including all the hospital staff at risk of exposure, this gives us a real idea of those at 

risk of occupational exposures and the measures they take following NSSSIs.  

   

Despite this, the review had several strengths. It is the first of its kind to review all the 

adherence data from SSA for occupational exposure. Previous efforts have focused on sexual 

assault or PEP adherence following non-forcible sexual encounters. The broad inclusion of 

countries throughout SSA gives insight into practices across the region as a whole, and the 

strict inclusion criteria ensured the conclusions drawn are highly relevant and well informed. 
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It gives insight into the reasons for non-adherence, which will be necessary for policy makers 

moving forward to create sustainable changes to improve practices.  

 

Conclusions  

   

Finally, we can conclude that this review confirms previous findings that PEP adherence 

rates are low. This review identifies PEP side effects and misconceptions of risk to be key 

barriers to regimen compliance and highlights the poor rates of incident reporting in SSA. 

There is a need for management in these health settings to have clear and easy-to-use 

reporting systems for NSSSIs, and to encourage staff to report all possible HIV exposures. 

Future interventions should focus on these changes to try and increase rates of incident 

reporting. Interventions to improve adherence of PEP for occupational exposure should focus 

on increasing knowledge of PEP and prescribing anti-emetics and anti-diarrhoeals to make 

symptoms more manageable.  
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Introduction  
 
Simulated patient scenarios are commonly used in medical education to prepare students for 

clinical environments. With medical training currently undergoing a paradigm shift towards a 

more case or problem-based approach (1), it is vital to determine the efficacy of simulation 

education for students.  While this style of education can be utilised throughout the medical 

curriculum, it holds particular relevance for teaching the physiology that occurs at extreme 

environments.  

 

Simulations can be used to teach key physiological presentations from the safety of the 

classroom, for example the management of an unwell patient at altitude. With increasing 

undergraduate interest in pre-hospital care, many medical schools are now offering specific 

educational opportunities in this area. During the Student Selected Component of the degree 

programme, Bristol University instigated an Extreme Physiology Placement for second year 

students. Spanning 3 weeks, the placement consisted of Clinical Teaching Fellow (CTF) led 

tutorials alongside practical simulation experience with the Faraway Medicine Team in 

Brecon. Although the emphasis was on experiential learning, a wide range of teaching styles 

were incorporated to facilitate exploration of the extreme physiological concepts 

underpinning clinical management. While the presentations discussed were most prevalent in 

pre-hospital environments, many also had relevance for a clinical setting. After discussing the 

alarmingly high prevalence of accidental hypothermia in urban communities, the need for 

understanding the wider implications of these extreme physiological states was emphasised. 

 

Throughout the placement, simulation training was used in conjunction with the Airway, 

Breathing, Circulation, Disability and Exposure (ABCDE) approach to provide an 
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introduction to acute assessment (Fig. 1). The roots of this systematic algorithm can be traced 

back to Styner (2), who first recognised the urgent need for improvements in coordinating 

critical care. While recent adaptations to the model have been made, acute clinical problems 

are still assessed in order ABCDE. This means that a life-threatening airway obstruction will 

be dealt with immediately before proceeding. The use of high-fidelity manikins and staged 

simulation allowed ABCDE management to be implemented in a controlled but realistic 

environment.  

 

During this report a brief critical review of the literature will be conducted, with the aim of 

evaluating the efficacy of simulation for medical students. Personal reflections upon learning 

through simulation will also be presented. Finally, a comparison of the key themes in these 

two accounts will be discussed and used to make recommendations for future simulation 

training and research. 

Figure 1. A diagrammatic representation of the ABCDE approach (1) 

 

 

Methods  

In medical education, simulation is used to incorporate an experiential learning style, 

stemming from the theories of Kolb (3). Simulation Based Medical Education (SBME) can 

be defined ‘in broad, simple terms [a simulation] is a person, device, or set of conditions 

which attempts to present education and evaluation problems authentically. The student or 

trainee is required to respond to the problems as he or she would under natural 

circumstances’ (4). To evaluate the effectiveness of such teaching, performance outcomes 

will be divided into those which concern specific clinical skills and those 

which involve overall patient management.  

 

Improvements have been shown when experiential interventions have been incorporated into 

education programmes (5). One study investigated the effectiveness of SBME for developing 

thoracentesis skills. The skillset of each student was assessed at baseline through the use of 

written and structured clinical examinations. After receiving 4 hours of simulation training, 

individuals were then re-assessed. Within the cohort of 40, statistically significant percentage 

improvements in the examination results were found in both written (56%) and clinical (71%) 

domains (6). Prior to the use of this learning aid, clinical skill training was limited to that of 

observation. Often termed ‘see one, do one, teach one’, the traditional method 

had the potential to directly comprise care by limiting training opportunities and preventing 

progression of skills (6). The patient safety implications of improving the skillset of medical 

professionals performing a complex thoracentesis are vast, highlighted by the extensive 

documentation of the potential complications (7, 8, 9). However, simulated learning for 

surgery has not yielded the same results (10). When assessing the use of ultrasounds in 
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trauma, students who trained on simulated models showed no significant 

performance differences to those who used the traditional approach (11).  

 

As well as considering the role SBME can play in improving specific clinical skillsets, much 

of the current research has focused on how this style of teaching can enhance the overall 

assessment of a patient (12). Throughout the placement, the importance of analgesia was 

stressed to the cohort. In the field of anaesthetics, the influence of this education style on 

team cohesion has been evaluated (13). Following simulation training, significant 

improvements in performance outcomes were found when managing cases of malignant 

hypothermia 4 months later (14). Within this cohort, progression came with the speed at 

which simulated cases were stabilised and reduced deviation from the recommended 

management protocols. One explanation for these findings lies in team dynamics. By using 

systematic approaches such as ABCDE in a simulated setting, every member of the team is 

aware of their exact role before an emergency arises. However, while replicated ward rounds 

provide the rare opportunity for inter-disciplinary training, they can be immensely stressful 

situations for students. The feedback received following research in Aberdeen highlighted 

this challenge, but also acknowledged that making errors in front of other team members 

often promotes reflection and improves practice (15). Upon critical analysis of the 

methodology, it was found that potential selection bias may have been present in the 

protocol, with more proactive volunteers responding to constructive feedback. Despite this 

limitation restricting validity, the qualitative approach provides a basis for future research in 

undergraduates. 

 

 

 

Results  

When reflecting upon my own experience of SBME, 3 key themes emerged. The first 

concerns the nature of using high-fidelity simulators. Despite managing the scenario in a 

team, it often felt unusual and out of place to talk directly to the manikin. As a result, I found 

myself missing out important aspects of clinical consultation such as my introduction 

or forgetting consent prior to examination. It should be acknowledged that repeated practice 

in this way could lead to a deterioration in communication skills, subsequently emphasising 

the importance of real patient interaction during medical training. This will be of increasing 

relevance for the patient-centred care approach currently being implemented in our 

autonomous society.  

 

During our placement we experienced simulations involving actors as well as models to 

represent a patient. The first reported use of medical simulators dates to the 18th century, 

when birthing manikins were used to aid midwifery training (16). In recent decades, 

technological advancements have facilitated the use of high-fidelity manikins for SBME. 

Despite being highly praised in the field, during my own simulation training I began 

to question how these would affect the doctor-patient relationship. With increasing 

physiological fidelity allowing manikins to appear ‘alive’, it appears there is now a blurred 

line between humans and objects during medical training.  

 

The concept of fidelity discussed above was first acknowledged during the development of 

flight simulators (17) but has since been applied to the fields of medical technology and 

education. It is based on the context-dependant memory work of Godden and Baddeley, who 

noted that the recollection of words was improved when the learning environment 

was like that of the recall (18). While the original research was conducted with more drastic 
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environmental changes (from underwater to land), one could hypothesise that learning to use 

an assessment tool such as ABCDE in a similar environment to which you will practice could 

improve clinical outcomes for patients. 

 

The second theme concerns the setting in which simulation took place. During the first day 

with Faraway Medicine, the scenarios were unexpected and subsequently evoked 

emotions similar to those experienced with a real patient. I found that working under this 

pressure added an extra dimension, complicating the decision-making process. It could be 

argued that unexpected, as opposed to planned simulation drills, enhances psychological 

fidelity and therefore are more likely to replicate clinical practice. However, when evaluating 

the advantages and drawbacks of different forms of simulation, one review concluded that 

setting only has a limited influence on learning (19). 

 

Finally, the perspective of the student should also be recognised. Many find conducting a 

simulation in front of a peer audience challenging and, with some feeling as if the anxiety 

experienced compromises their learning (20). Whilst the pressurised environment replicates 

that of a clinical setting, it is important to note that this may not aid every individual’s 

development. A balance must be struck between allowing peers to learn from the mistakes of 

others, whilst not compromising the learning of those undertaking the simulation. One 

possible solution would be to set out ground rules prior to undertaking the simulation, 

or to use video-recordings to review practice. Whilst not exhaustive, one critical view 

recommended an improved structure for debriefing, which when utilised correctly, should 

improve learning outcomes (21).  

 

 

 

Discussion  

From reflection and review, it is clear to identify that SBME not only has practical benefits 

for teaching extreme physiology, but can also improve learning. Through simulation, the 

hazardous locations in which extreme physiological states are often found can be avoided and 

management of critically ill patients can be performed by professionals. Research has shown 

that SBME can also go far beyond the realm of extreme physiology, being of use for 

multidisciplinary exercises both in and out of hospital settings. To determine the situations 

and procedures in which simulation can be effectively implemented, the body of current 

research must be collated. With the last quantitative meta-analysis in the field dating back to 

2011 (22), there is an urgent need to systematically review the literature if future 

recommendations are to be made.  

 

Furthermore, we must start to question the quality of the research currently available. 

Throughout the field, studies struggle with both numerical power and validity. Although the 

study evaluating the role of SBME in thoracentesis training produced statistically significant 

results, no control group was present. As the same model was used for both learning and 

testing, a control group should have been put in place to limit potential cofounding. While 

this demonstrates one isolated case, a systematic review published in 2006 found only 5% of 

publications met their requirements for minimum quality (23). 

 

Finally, the overlaps and discrepancies between my opinions and those of the research 

community should be highlighted. While my own reflection focused on the difficulties of 

simulation, it should be acknowledged how beneficial this form of learning was during 

the Extreme Physiology Placement. Having conducted the literature review prior to my 
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account, it is likely that my reflections were slightly biased and unintentionally focused on 

the limitations. Notably, in both accounts the challenge of potential performance anxiety 

was highlighted, providing a focus for future investigations.  

 

Conclusion  

With our National Health Service under more pressure than ever before, it is essential that 

medical students are trained to perform optimally in a clinical setting. The literature has 

shown that SBME can not only enhance clinical assessment, but can also benefit patient 

safety in certain situations. By expanding and improving the quality of skillset in medical 

students, trust in the profession could potentially be improved. Given the current focus on 

pharmaceutical research, a key challenge for the field will be to attract the financial and 

human resources required to conduct extensive, medical school wide cohort studies. With our 

developing ageing population and potential epidemiological changes due to climate change, it 

is essential that extreme physiology is addressed more widely on the curriculum. The skills 

obtained through the placement are not only of great use in an extreme environment, but are 

also becoming increasing relevant for community settings. Ultimately, it is likely that the 

future of medical education will not rely solely on simulation, but take a multidimensional 

approach to maximise learning outcomes for all.   

 

Reflection  

To continue my own personal development, a concise summary of feedback has been made. 

Peers have emphasised the importance of taking a back-seat approach to leadership, in order 

to gain an overview of the situation. Through working with CTFs in simulation I have also 

learnt how to recognise the limitations of my clinical knowledge – a skill I can utilise in 

future practice.   
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Abbreviations  
  
Aβ  Beta amyloid  

AD  Alzheimer’s disease  

CSF  Cerebrospinal fluid  

DM  Diabetes mellitus  

FDG-PET  18F-fluorodeoxyglucose positron emission tomography  

GSK-3β  Glycogen synthase kinase 3 beta  

HFD  High-fat diet  

HOMA-IR  Homeostatic model assessment of insulin resistance  

HV  Hippocampal volume  

IR  Insulin resistance  

MRI  Magnetic resonance imaging  

PiB  Pittsburgh compound B  

PKA  Protein kinase A  

T2DM  Type 2 diabetes mellitus  
  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

T2DM and cognitive impairment comorbidity  

Between 1980 and 2014, the World Health Organisation has estimated the number of adults 

affected by diabetes mellitus (DM) has almost quadrupled from 108 million to 422 million 

people, of which over 90% of cases are type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM). The escalating 

epidemic of T2DM also mirrors the increase in risk factors such as obesity, sedentary lifestyles, 

Westernised diets, an aging population, and genetic predisposition (1). Moreover, T2DM is 

associated with a plethora of long-term complications, including retinopathy, nephropathy, 

and peripheral neuropathy (1).  

  

A significant association between T2DM and cognitive decline (2, 3) has been established in 

epidemiological (2, 4-9) and longitudinal studies (10-12). Indeed, it is clear that T2DM 

patients have an increased risk of cognitive impairment (13-16). These findings have been 

corroborated by neuroimaging studies conducted on T2DM patients that revealed greater 

cortical atrophy in AD-vulnerable brain regions and the presence of hyperphosphorylated tau 

which is a prominent hallmark of AD pathology (17, 18). Also, T2DM patients 

underperformed in neuropsychological tests (16, 19, 20). 

  

Until recent years, the distribution of brain atrophy in T2DM patients and its effect on 

cognitive function using magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) measurements has been poorly 

understood (21). Despite heterogenous findings in the literature concerning brain volumetric 

analysis using imaging (16), there is strong statistical correlation between T2DM and 

structural brain differences that tend to resemble AD patients (16, 22), including atrophy of 

the hippocampus, frontal lobe, and temporal lobe (21-23), as well as significantly greater 

hippocampal asymmetry (24, 25). One study identified longitudinal changes in brain volume 

of specific regions governing cognitive function, particularly memory and executive function 
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(22). Furthermore, results demonstrated a 1.5-fold greater 2-year decline in global cognition 

associated with DM compared to healthy controls after adjustment of important risk factors 

(e.g. age, sex, education, APOE e4 carrier status), as well as a 1.6-fold greater decline in 

executive function compared to baseline diabetes. Volumetric MRI indicated a significantly 

greater 2-year decline in total brain volume in incident glucose disorders, including DM, but 

the more novel finding was a relatively greater decline in frontal lobe and praecuneus volume, 

which are associated with executive function and memory, respectively. 

 

It is clear that T2DM worsens AD pathology; indeed, AD and T2DM share several underlying 

pathophysiological processes, including impaired glucose metabolism, oxidative stress, and 

inflammation (26, 27). In particular, insulin resistance (IR) is currently receiving considerable 

attention due to its potentially critical role in the development of cognitive decline in diabetic 

patients (28-30). Interestingly, chronic intranasal insulin treatment over 4 months not only 

improves memory in AD patients but preserves AD-affected brain region volume (31). For 

this reason, it is imperative to understand the vital role of IR in both AD and T2DM.  

  

Insulin resistance in the brain  

IR, a core feature of T2DM, is a pathological state in which target tissues have reduced 

response to insulin, leading to the development of hyperglycaemia (26). Similarly, brain IR is 

when brain cells fail to adequately respond to insulin – this is thought to be a result of chronic 

peripheral hyperglycaemia, downregulating blood-brain barrier insulin transporters, which in 

turn dysregulates the brain’s insulin signalling cascade (32). Indeed, post-mortem human brain 

tissue studies revealed significant roles of IR in AD brains due to decreased activation of the 

brain insulin signalling, causing abnormal tau phosphorylation (33, 34). 

  

Experimental animal models of T2DM have supported a temporal link between peripheral and 

brain IR. Chronic HFD consumption for 8 weeks was found to induce peripheral IR, and an 

additional 4 weeks of HFD consumption induced brain IR, as shown by diminished insulin-

mediated long-term depression and decreased phosphorylation levels of neuronal insulin-

related signalling components (35). Although T2DM worsens AD pathology, it cannot always 

be presumed that AD patients have peripheral IR prior to neurodegenerative pathology. For 

example, impaired brain insulin signalling is evident in AD patients both with and without 

concomitant T2DM, with the biggest reduction in activated insulin-signalling components 

seen in individuals with both conditions (33). 

  

Human neuroimaging studies have also explored peripheral IR-induced neurodegenerative 

changes. For example, volumetric studies have found decreased hippocampal volume (HV) in 

the presence of T2DM and/or peripheral IR (21, 22, 36). Others have shown a positive 

correlation between homeostatic model assessment of IR (HOMA-IR), which is a measure of 

peripheral IR, and cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) levels of AD biomarkers (29, 37). Using 

Pittsburgh compound B (PiB) 18F-fluorodeoxyglucose positron emission tomography (FDG-

PET), cerebral glucose hypometabolism has also been found to correlate with DM (38). 

Significant links were found between higher HOMA-IR score and decreased cerebral glucose 

in AD-effected brain regions, which were related to impaired memory performance (30). 

Therefore, HOMA-IR and cerebral glucose hypometabolism measurements may be early 

predictors of AD. Although several studies report an association between T2DM and brain 

pathologies (i.e. brain IR and/or cognitive impairment), the causative relationship remains 

inconclusive. Does T2DM-induced peripheral IR propagate brain IR, resulting in AD-related 

pathology; does brain IR and peripheral IR develop independently as part of different disease 

entities; or is the development of AD-like pathology directly due to peripheral IR? It also 
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needs to be explored whether there is a positive relationship between peripheral IR and the 

hallmarks of AD pathology, including neurofibrillary tangles made up of 

hyperphosphorylated tau and extracellular plaque deposits of beta amyloid (Aβ) peptide.   

  

There are strong indications that T2DM and peripheral IR can directly facilitate tau pathology 

by shifting the underlying kinase/phosphatase activity balance and increasing CSF total tau in 

humans (17, 31, 32, 37), further supported by increased tau phosphorylation in T2DM animal 

models (39-41). Furthermore, intranasal insulin treatment in both humans and animals has 

shown to reduce or reverse tau phosphorylation (31, 39, 42). On the other hand, evidence in 

humans of amyloid deposition following peripheral IR remains scarce and contradictory; no 

differences were found in amyloid deposition in cognitively normal elderly individuals with 

and without T2DM (17, 38). Additionally, longitudinal measures of glucose tolerance have 

shown no correlation with amyloid deposition or post-mortem AD pathology (43). However, 

an association between higher IR and amyloid deposition in the asymptomatic cohort was 

shown (44), a discrepancy that could be attributed to the younger mean cohort age in the study. 

Therefore, the timing of T2DM onset may determine the kind of neurodegenerative effect seen 

(e.g. brain atrophy is more pronounced in older individuals and T2DM amplifies this effect 

instead of increasing amyloid deposition). Also, T2DM-related brain pathology may be driven 

by pathways promoting tau hyperphosphorylation instead of amyloid deposition. Thus, it 

would be of interest to explore the mechanisms linking tau hyperphosphorylation and T2DM.  

  

 

Tau phosphorylation and the PI3K/AKT insulin signalling pathway  

One way T2DM can lead to tau hyperphosphorylation is due to impaired insulin signalling in 

the brain via the PI3K/AKT pathway (40, 42). Upon insulin binding to its receptor, the insulin 

signalling cascade is activated (Figure 1). 

 

 
Figure 1: Simplified schematic drawing of insulin/PI3K/AKT/GSK-3β/tau signalling. In the normal insulin 
signalling pathway, insulin (In) binds to the insulin receptor (IR), leading to recruitment and phosphorylation of 
the insulin receptor substrates 1 and 2 (IRS1 & IRS2). This activates the downstream substrate, 
phosphatidylinositol 3-kinase (PI3K), which in turn converts the plasma membrane lipid phosphatidylinositol 
(4,5)-bisphosphate (PIP2) and phosphatidylinositol (3,4,5) triphosphate (PIP3). PIP3 subsequently recruits 
signalling proteins, including the serine-threonine kinase protein AKT activation. AKT phosphorylates numerous 
protein targets, including GSK-3β. Phosphorylation of GSK-3β on Ser9 inhibits activity and represses further 
downstream pathways. GSK-3β targets include inhibition of glycogen synthase (GS) activity and promotion of 
tau phosphorylation, which when impaired, can lead to formation of neurofibrillary tangles and potential AD 
development.  

AKT phosphorylates the major tau kinase GSK-3β at Ser9. GSK-3β is an unconventionally 

constitutively active protein kinase, and phosphorylation via AKT inhibits its activity resulting 

in activation of further downstream signalling normally repressed by GSK-3β (45). 

Importantly, GSK-3β is one of the most potent kinases involved in tau phosphorylation, and 

so has been thought to play a role in AD pathophysiology. Impaired insulin signalling causes 
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downregulation of cerebral insulin receptors, overactivation of GSK-3β, and tau 

hyperphosphorylation (42). Indeed, inhibitory phosphorylation of GSK-3β at Ser9 is 

downregulated in diabetic rats (46). Furthermore, intranasal insulin treatment in T2DM rat 

models normalise GSK-3β levels and attenuates endogenous tau hyperphosphorylation (39, 

47) with improvements in memory (42). This suggests that tau phosphorylation can be 

modulated by varying cerebral insulin levels.   

  

Paradoxically, some studies reported reduced GSK-3β levels in T2DM rat models (39, 48). 

Therefore, there may be numerous other regulators of tau phosphorylation besides GSK-3β, 

including protein kinase A (PKA) (49). PKA is especially important to induce 

hyperphosphorylated tau without changing levels of GSK-3β (50), which would explain why 

no difference in total tau levels were found in T2DM rats in some studies (42, 46). Regardless, 

any significant difference between T2DM and control rat brains still emphasizes the impact 

of peripheral IR on insulin signalling in the brain. One study done on humans reported 

increased GSK-3β levels in the frontal cortex of AD patients (51), but besides that, the 

literature lacks sufficient human data. 

 

Relevance and future directions  

The enigmatic relationship between T2DM-related IR and neurodegeneration has remained a 

great speculation – it is highly likely peripheral IR and neurodegeneration do not develop 

independently and indeed follow a temporal timeline: impaired brain insulin signalling 

propagated by T2DM-related peripheral IR, leading to upregulation of GSK-3β, subsequent 

tau hyperphosphorylation, and resulting cognitive dysfunction (32, 37). Thus, finding 

selective GSK-3β inhibitors are of great potential as a future AD drug – indeed, albeit difficult 

thus far, a recent study has excitingly discovered a highly potent candidate with promising 

applications (52). 

 

Other therapeutics aim to improve insulin signalling simply by increasing brain insulin levels. 

Intranasal insulin treatment has shown to be successful in reducing tau hyperphosphorylation 

and normalise AKT and GSK-3β levels in both AD and T2DM rat models (42, 47), but more 

excitingly, has demonstrated similar results in humans. A recent pilot clinical trial recruited 

36 adults diagnosed with mild cognitive impairment and mild or severe AD, and found an 

improvement in memory and reduction in AD biomarkers upon intranasal insulin treatment 

(31). These promising results deserve larger, longitudinal trials in the future to address long-

term effects, persistence of benefits, and other risk factors like family history. Anti-diabetic 

treatment has also received attention recently – glucagon-like peptide 1 agonists have shown 

to alleviate impaired insulin signalling by decreasing GSK-3β activation and 

hyperphosphorylated tau in T2DM rats (53). Brain insulin sensitization drugs, like 

rosiglitazone and pioglitazone, have also been investigated as therapeutic agents for AD but 

have come up with disappointing results in clinical trials (54). Overall, it would be of 

paramount success to develop targeted therapies centred on impaired insulin signalling-

induced changes to avert further neurodegeneration, and perhaps even improve cognitive 

performance.  

 

Additionally, going forward with clinical trials, reliable biomarkers of brain IR need to be 

researched. Currently, HOMA-IR is a very popular technique in assessing IR, but is limited 

by the inability to distinguish between brain-specific and peripheral IR. Past studies have 

relied on using HOMA-IR as a surrogate for brain IR, but with the plethora of clinical trials 

testing therapeutic interventions for AD, brain IR biomarkers would be essential in 
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demonstrating the brain’s specific response to treatment. Indeed, much investigation is 

currently underway to find a reliable biomarker to assess brain IR in humans (32), though 

HOMA-IR remains a valuable technique until a brain-specific IR biomarker is found.  

 

The relationship between AD and T2DM is particularly obscure due to the vast number and 

complexity of possible risk factors and pathways, but there is strong evidence the two diseases 

converge on IR and exacerbate neurodegeneration synergistically. Indeed, to consider AD and 

T2DM as entirely separate pathological entities is becoming an increasingly outdated concept. 

Research will help guide early intervention and clinical screening for cognitive impairment in 

T2DM patients to help delay, or even subdue, AD-related pathology. For this reason, it is 

imperative to continue designing novel experiments to fill in identified gaps in our 

understanding. 
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Introduction 

The ocean covers greater than 70% of the surface of our planet (1). For thousands of years 

humans have sought to discover what lies within these vast ecosystems, and diving to 

increasingly great depths has tested the limits of human physiology. One of the most prolific 

physiologists of deep-sea diving, John Bennett, once stated that ‘there is no practical working 

environment with a more severe and complex composite of physiological stresses than that 

encountered by the modern deep diver’ (2). Traditionally deep-sea diving has been 

undertaken for commercial and military purposes (3). A study which investigated the 

aetiology of US Navy diving accidents concluded that ‘the deeper the dive, the greater the 

risk’ (4), as from all the factors that were examined, depth had the strongest association with 

accidents. However, the challenges brought by the deep ocean are becoming increasingly 

relevant to recreational divers wanting to test their limits (5). 

In this review, a search was performed to identify literature on the medical and physiological 

dangers of deep-sea diving. This search identified high pressure neurological syndrome (or 

high pressure nervous syndrome) (HPNS) as the principal challenge of deep-sea diving. 

HPNS was the subject matter of the majority of the available literature, and its severity was 

also frequently emphasised. However, it should be noted that there are other risks to deep-sea 

diving including decompression illness (DCI) and pragmatic challenges, which are beyond 

the scope of this literature review. 

Humans are now able to dive to depths deep enough to encounter HPNS (>200m) due to the 

introduction of helium-oxygen gas mixtures which combat the problem of nitrogen narcosis 

(6). Nitrogen narcosis refers to mental state impairments such as changes in personality, 

decreased speed of thought and overconfidence which occur when diving to depths below 

30m (7). HPNS involves a decline in cognitive function alongside motor and systemic 

symptoms such as tremor and vomiting (8,9). It is a syndrome caused by increased 

atmospheric pressure when breathing a helium-oxygen gas mixture (10). The challenges and 

dangers brought by HPNS include drowning from potential seizures and inability to perform 

skilled and risky tasks, for example welding and rigging, which are an important aspect of 

commercial diving (9,11,12,13). The evidence outlining the effects of HPNS is relatively 

limited, was conducted entirely in chamber dives, and results vary significantly from diver to 

diver and between different studies. This makes it is difficult to predict an individual diver’s 

response to the pressure encountered during deep-sea diving, although it is clear that some 

degree of HPNS is likely when breathing helium-oxygen gas mixtures below 200m. These 

findings have prompted the development of methods such as slow compression, saturation 

diving and use of a nitrogen-helium-oxygen breathing gas mixture, in order to minimise the 

risk of HPNS (2,14,15). 

Research on HPNS was largely conducted between 1960-1990 and has since been abandoned 

due to cost and safety concerns. Since then, technology has been developed which allows the 

majority of deep-sea work to be completed remotely, altogether avoiding the risk of diving at 

great depth and, therefore, HPNS (16). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



670 671

Methods 

The Cochrane and Medline databases were searched to identify an initial bank of literature on 

the medical challenges of deep-sea diving. 69 papers from these searches underwent a 

selection process, leaving a total of 19 relevant papers for full-text review. The full search 

strategy and selection process is outlined in the Appendix. 

Of the 19 papers for full-text review, the majority concerned HPNS. Further snowballing 

from references was undertaken to increase the breadth of the literature informing this 

review. From reviewing these papers, it was clear that the general principles of nitrogen 

narcosis and breathing gas mixes needed to be outlined in order to discuss HPNS. 

It is acknowledged that there are other physiological challenges to deep-sea diving including 

decompression illness (DCI). DCI is not discussed in this review as it is recognised as a 

problem for divers at almost all depths, is not exclusive to deep-sea diving, and literature on 

DCI was not returned by the search strategy. Furthermore, in addition to the extreme 

physiological risks of HPNS and nitrogen narcosis, the true deep-sea environment also comes 

with its own pragmatic risks which are beyond the scope of this essay including: very low 

temperatures, dangers from wildlife and equipment failure due to high pressure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

Gas 

Most recreational diving uses air as the breathing gas (21% oxygen and 79% nitrogen). It was 

first noted by Behnke et al in 1935 that breathing compressed air became a problem at deeper 

depths. They demonstrated the presence of ‘psychic changes in air at 4 atmospheres’ and 

attributed these changes to increased partial pressure of nitrogen (17). This condition is 

known today as nitrogen narcosis; it tends to be present at about 30m in most divers and in its 

mildest form involves mental state impairments such as changes in personality, decreased 

speed of thought and overconfidence (7). The danger of nitrogen narcosis is that this sense of 

overconfidence can lead to risky behaviours underwater (18), and when this is present 

alongside slower cognition it can make for acutely dangerous situations. Further to this, depth 

and severity of nitrogen narcosis show a positive correlation. Whilst symptoms at 30m can be 

relative mild, Baddeley et al suggest that at depths greater than 200ft (61m) nitrogen narcosis 

may result in a total loss of consciousness (19). 

To overcome nitrogen narcosis and therefore allow diving to greater depths, nitrogen is 

replaced by inert gases that do not display narcotic effects at depth, such as helium (6). 

Helium-oxygen mixtures – ‘Heliox’ – have allowed the modern diver to explore deeper into 

the oceans, however reaching these new depths has brought further physiological challenges. 

High pressure neurological syndrome 

A problem unique to deep-sea diving is HPNS, the symptoms of which were first 

demonstrated in humans by Bennett et al in 1965 (8,12). He observed that during chamber 

dives to 600ft (183m) and 800ft (244m), divers experienced a marked decline in 

mathematical ability and manual dexterity, which worsened with increased depth. Associated 

symptoms included tremor, dizziness, nausea and vomiting; however, there was a full 



672 673

resolution of symptoms in most divers 90 minutes after returning to surface pressure. Three 

years later in 1968, the term ‘high-pressure nervous syndrome’ was coined by Brauer (20) 

who conducted an experiment where rats displayed tremor and convulsions during a 362m 

chamber dive. It is generally accepted that HPNS can be induced in humans at depths greater 

than 200m when using helium-oxygen inhaled gas (21).  

A wide range of clinical signs and symptoms can be attributed to HPNS. The most important 

clinical symptoms include: a high frequency tremor; dysmetria; muscle fasciculations; 

clonus; and somnolence, alongside multiple EEG abnormalities (22). These symptoms would 

be potentially dangerous if they affected a deep-sea diver, as commercial diving often 

involves skilled and hazardous tasks such as welding (9,12,13). Injury to the diver or damage 

to the equipment could occur if these tasks are not performed safely and with control due to a 

neurological impairment. 

However, the clinical presentations of HPNS can vary vastly, and it is clear from the 

literature that not all divers are affected equally by HPNS (22,23). Naquet et al noted that ‘for 

a given mode of compression, the symptoms are not reproducible, with the same intensity, 

from one subject to another’ (22), and that this was true across multiple different breathing 

gas compositions. This study concluded that many factors including mode of compression, 

degree of compression, susceptibility of subjects, and mixture of gases all influenced the 

presentation of HPNS. This is perhaps in part due to the wide range of studies with differing 

variables analysed by Naquet et al, but also could be a reflection of the true variability in 

presentation of HPNS from person to person. 

It is for this reason that Naquet et al suggested there are multiple pathophysiological 

processes contributing to the different symptoms that are observed in HPNS, such that the 

syndrome is not simply the result of one disease process (22). It has been theorised by other 

scientists that the increased atmospheric pressure at depths >200m increases monolayer 

surface tension in the neurones causing neuronal excitation (9,12), however the 

pathophysiology of this syndrome is yet to be fully understood. 

HPNS limits deep diving for several reasons. Firstly, it is thought that severe HPNS may 

result in seizures. This has been demonstrated in animal studies (11) but has not been 

reported in humans – likely because human experiments would be halted prior to the 

development of severe HPNS. A seizure underwater is one of the most dangerous scenarios 

for divers. There is a very high risk of the diver losing their regulator and drowning, and there 

is also a risk to the buddy who may have to ascend with the seizing person at a faster rate 

risking DCI (24). 

Secondly, there are implications of this syndrome on fitness to work as a deep diver. The 

majority of very deep diving is performed for commercial purposes where divers are 

employed to carry out specific skilled tasks such as welding and rigging (3). Any impairment 

of higher cortical or motor function may have dangerous consequences when performing 

such high-risk activities, in an innately high-risk environment. There is conflict in the 

literature surrounding the impact of these symptoms on human performance at depth. For 

example, Spencer et al concluded that tremor from HPNS ‘did not interfere with either fine or 

gross movements, the subjects were not severely limited to work or survival at the extreme 

pressure [49.4 ATA] investigated’ (25). Hamilton (26) achieved similar results where 

mathematical ability, reaction times and manual dexterity were not affected by depth up to 

360m. However other studies such as Lewis and Baddeley (13) demonstrated that divers had 

worsening performance over a range of areas such as visuo-spatial skills, short-term memory, 

and mathematical ability at depths of 300-540m. 
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It must be noted that these studies all measured different primary outcomes. For example, 

Spencer et al solely looked at effects of increased pressure on tremor (2525), whereas Lewis 

and Baddeley conducted a wide range of tests on the divers which assessed areas such as 

memory, grammatical reasoning and mathematical ability (13). Therefore, it is difficult to 

directly compare the results from these studies, however they highlight the range of different 

neurological functions which can be affected by HPNS. 

Overall, it is difficult to know the true consequences of HPNS on fitness to work at depth. 

This is principally apparent as the severity and presentation of HPNS varies so widely from 

diver to diver, and the depths, compression rates, and outcomes vary between each study 

investigating the syndrome. It should also be noted that these experiments all involved 

chamber dives and were not completed in real deep-sea conditions. Although these are 

artificial simulations of the pressures of a deep-sea dive and can only suggest what would 

happen at equivalent depth in water, they are the safest and most accurate method of 

hyperbaric simulation. Therefore, the physiological responses generated in a chamber are the 

only way of representing the physiological response to equivalent pressures in deep-sea 

water. Accordingly, the results of such studies are assumed to replicate the physiological 

dangers of deep-sea diving and should encourage the necessary precautions. 

Mitigation of HPNS 

As outlined above, HPNS is the limiting condition to deep-sea divers. Combating the effects 

of HPNS can be achieved through minimising the effects of pressure (2), and through the use 

of alternative inhaled gas mixtures (15). Severity of HPNS correlates to both the rate of 

compression and the total atmospheric pressure (2). Therefore, with a conservative, slow 

compression including multiple staged stops for acclimatisation, Bennett et al (2) suggested 

that very deep diving can be achieved with negligible HPNS. 

To antagonise the neuronal hyperexcitability seen in HPNS, nitrogen can be added to 

traditional helium-oxygen inhaled gas mixtures to form ‘Trimix’ – which may seem 

counterintuitive considering what is known about nitrogen narcosis. This was first trialled by 

Bennett et al (15) in 1974, who published their findings in 1975. They had theorised that as 

HPNS may be due to increased monolayer surface tension in the neurones (due to inhalation 

of high partial pressures of helium) and nitrogen narcosis is due to decreased monolayer 

surface tension, addition of some level of nitrogen may work to counteract the symptoms of 

HPNS (9,12). 

Their experiments (15) involved Trimix chamber dives at 720ft (219m) and 1000ft (305m), 

with control experiments of oxygen-helium dives to the same depths and air dives to 200ft 

(61m). Overall there was a reduction in tremors, dizziness and nausea during the initial 

Trimix dives, but some signs of nitrogen narcosis such as euphoria were present with this 

composition of gases. In response to a model developed by Simon et al (27) in 1975 which 

calculated the correct composition of nitrogen to prevent both HPNS and nitrogen narcosis, 

the team refined their Trimix composition to include only 10% nitrogen. In a further 

experiment (15) using this composition, no signs of HPNS were seen in five divers 

compressed to 1000ft (305m) in 33 minutes, although one diver still noted mild euphoria. 

These experiments led to ‘The Atlantis Trimix Project’; a series of experiments (28,29) aimed 

at preventing HPNS at depths greater than 305m by testing different gas compositions. In 

1982, three divers were compressed to 686m over a period of seven days breathing a 5% 

nitrogen gas mixture (29). Remarkably, they were still able to complete simple arithmetic and 

had no feeling of nitrogen narcosis. However, they did experience mild tremor, and one diver 

suffered hypomanic symptoms such as visual and auditory hallucinations and delusions of 

grandeur. Bennett commented that this psychosis was not a recognised presentation of HPNS 

and attributed this instead to the persistent cramped conditions of the chamber. Overall, they 
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concluded that ‘it is possible for selected men to dive in a fit and working condition to 686m 

(2250ft) and probably beyond’ (30). 

Since the Atlantis Trimix Project, there has been little research further investigating HPNS 

and the limits of the deep diver, principally because these types of experiments are costly and 

risky (16). More modern methods of mitigating the risk of HPNS have subsequently been 

developed. One such example is saturation diving, where divers live for days to weeks in 

hyperbaric conditions to complete their acclimatisation in stages at different depths (31). 

Further, the development of underwater robotics has meant that work on the ocean floor is 

now largely completed remotely, thus entirely avoiding the complications of the extreme 

deep-sea environment on the human body (16). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, deep-sea diving is a fundamentally dangerous activity. This review identified 

literature on the medical and physiological challenges to deep-sea diving. The search 

determined that high pressure neurological syndrome (HPNS) is a principal challenge of 

deep-sea diving. 

HPNS is a syndrome which describes a range of neurological symptoms resulting from 

breathing a helium-oxygen gas mixture at high atmospheric pressure. Such symptoms can 

include tremor, nausea and vomiting, confusion and convulsions. The nature of this condition 

makes the deep-sea environment even more challenging as often divers at such depths are 

performing skilled tasks which come with their own risks. 

There is relatively limited and dated evidence on the true impact of HPNS for the deep-sea 

diver. Experiments from the late 20th century investigated divers’ functional abilities at depth, 

with contrasting results. What is for certain is that the presentation and severity of HPNS 

depends on several factors including: mode of compression, degree of compression, 

susceptibility of subjects, and mixture of gases.  

Therefore, an individual diver’s response to an extremely hyperbaric environment cannot be 

predicted from the available data, and more research would be needed to investigate this 

fully. However, it has been demonstrated that the effects of HPNS are limited through slow 

and careful compression, methods such as saturation diving, and the introduction of nitrogen 

into a helium-oxygen mixture. The abandonment of this research owes to the costly and risky 

nature of these types of experiments, and the development of new technology allowing 

commercial deep-sea work to be completed remotely. 
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Appendix 

The Cochrane and Medline databases were searched to identify an initial bank of literature on 

the challenges of deep-sea diving. This involved using a combination of textwords (.tw.) and 

MeSH (/) terms. Outlined below is the search strategy used for both databases: 

# Search term Medline results Cochrane results 

#1 Diving/ 6736 93 

#2 ‘deep sea diving’.tw. 63 8 

#3 ‘deep diving’.tw 255 21 

#4 ‘saturation diving’.tw 127 15 

#5 Disease/ 67753 7907 

#6 Syndrome/ 114149 4560 

#7 Risk/ 119040 36086 

#8 #1 or #2 or #3 or #4 6886 117 

#9 #5 or #6 or #7 299321 43906 

#10 #8 and #9 93 6 

#11 limit 10 to (English language and 

humans) 

63 6 
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A total of 69 papers were identified from the two databases. These papers entered the 

selection process shown in the following flowchart: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

n=6 

Cochrane 

n=63 

Medline 

n=40 

Papers for examination of abstracts 

n=19 

Papers for full-text review 

n=69 

Total papers 

3 added from snowballing 

0 duplicates removed 
29 irrelevant titles removed 

24 excluded: 
• 18 irrelevant to deep-

sea diving 
• 3 guidelines only 
• 3 full-text not 

available 
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Psychedelic-Assisted Psychotherapy 

Eilah Berlow 

 

Abstract 

Psychedelics such as lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD) and psilocybin do not seem to be 

addictive, perhaps due to their primary role of action being at serotonin 5-HT2A receptors (5-

HT2AR) rather than on dopamine receptors, the way many addictive drugs do. It has been 

suggested that 5-HT2AR mediates active coping by promoting brain plasticity, allowing 

environmental influences to alter the individual’s perceptions and mood. When guided by a 

therapist, this empowers the individual to deal with the source of psychological pain, such as 

those resulting from low socio-economic status, helping elucidate the environmental influences 

of addiction. Furthermore, they provide extremely meaningful experiences which, when guided 

by a therapist to give the experience therapeutic meaning, helps the individual change their 

attitudes and behaviours towards drug-taking. However, psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy 

may cause prolonged psychosis in those with a history of severe psychiatric disorders, which 

could limit their usefulness. Despite preliminary evidence suggesting their benefits for treating 

addiction, their legal status means there are barriers hindering much needed further research, 

making it hard to compare the effects of ongoing psychotherapy with psychedelic-assisted 

psychotherapy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Classic psychedelics are psychoactive compounds which cause hallucinations and 

altered states of consciousness (Johnson et al., 2019). In the 1950s and 1960s, interest turned 

to the possible therapeutic properties of psychedelics, including lysergic acid diethylamide 

(LSD) and psilocybin. Despite promising evidence that psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy 

could be beneficial for treating multiple psychiatric disorders, psychedelic research came to a 

stop following their prohibition in the 1970s (Johnson et al., 2019). However, interest has 

returned to their potential benefits in aiding psychotherapy for addiction. Drug addiction is a 

heterogenous disorder causing dependence on and compulsion to take drugs, increased 

tolerance, where repeated drug use decreases the person’s reaction to the drug, resulting in 

larger doses being required to achieve the desired effects, and in some instances, physical 

withdrawal symptoms (Nutt, 2012). This essay will look at the underlying mechanisms of 

classic psychedelics which may make them ideal candidate drugs for treating addiction and 

what this tells us about the nature of addiction. Furthermore, it will discuss how LSD and 

psilocybin may thus be effective for treating addiction when used alongside psychotherapy, 

and limitations to their efficacy including “bad trips”, time restraints of therapeutic sessions, 

prolonged psychosis in those predisposed to such states, and the drugs’ illegality hindering 

modern research. 

When treating addiction with drug-assisted psychotherapy, an ideal candidate drug 

would be one which is non-addictive to prevent replacing one drug of abuse for another. It is 

therefore important to look at the underlying mechanisms that make drugs addictive. Dopamine 

is considered a key component in addiction due to its role in reward and motivation (Salamone 

et al., 2005), with many addictive drugs directly affecting the dopaminergic system (Nutt et al., 

2015). It has been suggested that dopamine reinforces behaviours which are pleasurable, such 



688 689

as the euphoria associated with cocaine administration (Breiter et al., 1997) and those which 

reduce suffering, for example administering heroin to prevent withdrawal symptoms including 

increased fever, pain and vomiting (Harris & Aston-Jones, 1994; Hartney, 2019). Drugs of 

abuse affecting dopamine levels within the brain’s reward system can thus become addictive 

over time as a result of positive and negative reinforcement, resulting in voluntary drug-taking 

behaviours becoming involuntary acts based on need (Di Chiara et al., 2004). The nature of 

addiction could therefore be described as based on a reinforcement system mediated by 

dopamine activity within the brain. 

In comparison to many drugs of abuse, psychedelics such as LSD and psilocybin do not 

cause drug dependence, nor do they directly affect dopaminergic transmission in the brain’s 

mesolimbic pathway (Nichols, 2004). Instead, they act as agonists at serotonin 5-HT2A 

receptors (5-HT2AR), which is thought to cause psychedelic-associated hallucinations 

(Halberstadt, 2017). However, whilst dopamine plays a key role in addiction to stimulants such 

as cocaine (Nutt et al. 2015), it plays less of a role in addiction to other drugs such as alcohol 

(Yoder et al., 2007) and cannabis (Stokes et al., 2009) and therefore cannot fully explain the 

complex nature of addiction. Nevertheless, as psychedelics are considered nonaddictive, using 

them alongside psychotherapy poses little risk of replacing one drug of abuse with another. 

Psychedelics may also be beneficial to use in a therapeutic setting by helping the 

individual to address the cause of their addiction. Stressors in an individual’s environment 

make them more vulnerable to taking drugs in the first place, for example poor family 

relationships or low socio-economic status (Solinas et al., 2010). Carthart-Harris and Nutt 

(2017) suggested that 5-HT2AR may mediate active coping, allowing an individual to deal with 

the source of psychological pain. They suggested that this is because 5-HT2AR promotes brain 

plasticity, allowing environmental influences to alter the individual’s perceptions and mood 

(Carthart-Harris & Nutt, 2017). Psychedelics affecting 5-HT2AR could be beneficial when used 

alongside psychotherapy as, with a therapist helping to guide the experience, the underlying 

causes of addiction could be explored whilst empowering the individual to address them and 

change their behaviours. This also helps us to understand the environmental influences of 

addiction and the role of empowerment to overcome it. 

Another property of psychedelics which may make them useful in treating psychiatric 

disorders including addiction is their ability to induce experiences perceived to be extremely 

meaningful (Hartogsohn, 2018). For example, Griffiths, Richards, McCann and Jesse (2006) 

investigated the long-term effects of psilocybin use in a supportive therapeutic setting and 

found that after two months, 67% of participants considered it to be one of the most meaningful 

and spiritual experiences of their life and attributed the drug’s use to positive changes in their 

attitudes and behaviour. It is thought that, when guided through the experience with 

psychotherapy, these meaning-enhancing and mystical-spiritual experiences encourage the 

individual to face the cause of their addiction and allow them to make changes in their 

behaviours (Hartogsohn, 2018). However, in circumstances where the individual is not guided 

through the experience there is a risk of a “bad trip”, where they may become paranoid, anxious 

or panicked (Johnson et al., 2008). As emotions are intensified when under the influence of 

psychedelics, individuals who are unprepared (for example, not guided through the experience) 

or in uncontrolled settings could engage in dangerous behaviour that would not be beneficial 

in treating addiction (Johnson et al., 2008). It is therefore critical that taking psychedelics to 

treat addiction is accompanied by psychotherapy in order to reduce harm to the individual and 

to give the experience therapeutic relevance (Griffiths et al., 2006). 

Despite the evidence suggesting psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy could be 

beneficial for treating addiction, for example the use of LSD and psilocybin for treating alcohol 

dependence (Dyck, 2006; Bogenschutz et al., 2015), it may not be safe for all individuals to 

undergo this type of therapy. There is a risk during psychedelic administration that it may result 
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in prolonged psychosis lasting up to several months (Strassman, 1984), with prolonged LSD-

induced psychosis creating symptoms like those seen in schizophrenia (Vardy, 1983). In a few 

cases, prolonged psychosis has been documented in patients predisposed to psychosis, for 

example by a family history of schizophrenia (Cohen, 1960). Although instances of prolonged 

psychosis are rare, care needs to be taken to reduce these risks and it has been suggested that 

those with severe psychiatric disorders within their personal or family history should be 

excluded from research into and participation in psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy (Johnson 

et al., 2008). Furthermore, as drug abuse is much higher in those with severe psychiatric 

disorders (Tekin Uludag & Gulenc, 2016), this could be a severe limitation in the effectiveness 

of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy, as many individuals would not be able to participate. 

Although psychedelics could be beneficial in assisting psychotherapy for addiction in 

those without a history of severe psychiatric disorders, research investigating their efficacy has 

been limited due to their illegal status (Bogenschutz & Pommy, 2012). However, addiction 

treatment trials have recommenced once again, providing the first steps into exploring the 

efficacy of various psychedelics in psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy. Whilst research into 

LSD in the 1950s and 60s showed promising effects for the treatment of alcohol dependence 

(Dyck, 2006) and some limited evidence for treating heroin dependence (Savage, 1973), the 

effects of LSD typically last between six to twelve hours (Morgan et al., 2017) and it has been 

argued that this makes it a less plausible drug to use alongside psychotherapy as a single session 

would be too long (Halpern, 1996). In comparison, the effects of psilocybin last between two 

and six hours (Morgan et al., 2017), and when smoked the effects of dimethyltryptamine 

(DMT) last between 20-60 minutes (Winstock et al., 2013) which would arguably make the 

latter two psychedelics more appealing to use during a time-constricted therapy session for 

treating addiction. 

Psilocybin has been investigated for treating tobacco (Johnson et al., 2014) and alcohol 

addiction (Bogenschutz et al., 2015) with some promising preliminary results. In the latter 

study, ten participants with alcohol dependency were given psilocybin orally during supervised 

sessions, along with therapy to prepare and debrief each participant on the psilocybin-present 

sessions. Prior to the psilocybin-present session, improvements were not significant despite 

weekly counselling sessions but following the psilocybin-present sessions, participants showed 

significant improvements in amount and frequency of drinking, providing good preliminary 

evidence for the effectiveness of psilocybin in treating alcohol dependence (Bogenschutz et al., 

2015). However, this study, like many of its nature, faces several limitations such as small 

sample size and a lack of a control group to compare the effects of ongoing psychotherapy with 

psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy. Therefore, whilst preliminary evidence into psychedelic-

assisted psychotherapy for addiction seems promising, further research is needed to support 

this stance. Despite this, given their legal status, obtaining a licence for psychedelic research is 

costly and time consuming (Nutt et al., 2013), severely limiting continued research into their 

benefits. 

To conclude, psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy may be beneficial for treating drug 

addiction. Psychedelics such as LSD and psilocybin are not addictive, possibly due to their 

primary role of action being on 5-HT2AR rather than dopamine receptors. Psychedelics may 

also help empower the individual via active coping, allowing them to deal with the underlying 

stressors which contributed to their addiction. This helps us to understand the nature of 

addiction as resulting from multiple environmental causes and drug action on dopaminergic 

pathways, which reinforces drug-taking behaviours. It has been suggested that psychedelic trips 

are extremely meaningful to the individual and if guided through these experiences, they could 

help to change their attitudes and behaviours towards drug-taking. However, there is a risk of 

prolonged psychosis, primarily in those with severe psychiatric disorders within their personal 
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or family history which could limit their usefulness. LSD may also be less plausible to use in 

psychotherapy compared to psilocybin and DMT as its effects last much longer, making it 

harder to use during a therapy session. Although there have been some studies into the 

effectiveness of specific psychedelics such as psilocybin in therapy settings, these studies are 

limited due to the drugs’ illegality. Therefore, drawing conclusions on their effectiveness 

compared to non-psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy is hard to determine, although 

preliminary evidence is promising. 
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Stress: Directions for Future Research 

Francesca Kingston 

 

Stress is a subjective experience, defined as a relationship with the environment that is 

perceived as potentially threatening to one’s well-being (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). Stress 

in the workplace is an increasingly burdensome issue in the UK, with 54% of absences from 

work in 2019 attributed to work-related stress and mental illness (HSE, 2019). In a systematic 

review of a “wide range of employment sectors in the developed world”, key determinants of 

work-related stress included long working hours, poor social support at work and high 

workload (Michie and Williams, 2003). Occupational stress precipitates varied negative 

outcomes, both short and long-term, like reduced productivity (Oswald et al., 2015), mood 

disorders (Melchior et al., 2007), and an elevated risk of stroke (Kivimäki and Kawachi, 2015).  

Consequently, the need for a comprehensive and accurate understanding of the 

relationship between work-related stress and negative life-outcomes is evident, due to its 

impact on the productivity of workforces, nationally and on a company-wide scale, and for the 

general health and happiness of individuals (Michie and Williams, 2003). Occupational stress 

does not result in equally negative outcomes in all people (Jepson and Forrest, 2006), implying 

that this relationship is moderated by inter-individual factors, making some employees more 

vulnerable to the negative outcomes of workplace stress than others. Research has revealed 

personality traits, specifically neuroticism, to be predictive of ‘burnout’ due to occupational 

stress (D'Alessandro, 2006). Additionally, women are more susceptible than men to the 

detrimental consequences of stress at work (Kim, Murrmann & Lee, 2009). 

Kinman and Jones’ (2005) qualitative analysis of perceptions of work stress revealed a 

common belief, that only individuals with a “strong character” cope well with stress; this notion 

of a person who “thrive[s] on” stress (Kinman and Jones, 2005) makes sense in light of research 
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addressing the concept of a ‘Stress-Mindset’, that is, whether an individual believes stress to 

have debilitating or enhancing outcomes (Crum et al., 2013).  

Mindsets shape reactions to the environment (Dweck, 2012), influencing goals and 

behaviour. Negative and positive stress-mindsets induce different physiological stress-

responses (measured as cortisol reactivity) and motivational states: someone with a negative 

(stress-is-debilitating) stress-mindset avoids stress to prevent potentially negative outcomes 

(Crum et al., 2013), whereas a person with a positive (stress-is-enhancing) stress-mindset 

appraises stressful situations as challenges, and is motivated by a task’s beneficial outcomes 

such as completing a large project or receiving a bonus (Casper et al., 2017). 

Day-to-day, a positive stress-mindset is associated with elevated task performance and 

energy levels (Casper et al., 2017), however the role of stress-mindset in the relationship 

between workplace stress and general wellbeing is not yet understood. Based on current 

understanding, the proposed study would predict a moderating role of stress-mindset (Figure 

1), in that the relationship between stress at work and unhappiness would be stronger in 

individuals with a negative stress-mindset. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To investigate this potential for stress-mindset to moderate the association between 

occupational stress and unhappiness, stress at work, overall happiness, and stress-mindset will 

Figure 1: Conceptual model depicting simple moderation of the relationship between 

workplace stress and negative outcomes for wellbeing, by stress-mindset. 

be measured. As stress and happiness are subjective, it follows that a feasible way to measure 

these is by self-report. Stress at work will be measured via scales addressing mental demands, 

workload and social support at work (Appendix A) obtained from the NIOSH Generic Job 

Stress Questionnaire (Hurrell and McLaney, 1988), as these represent some of the most 

stressful aspects of work identified by Michie and Williams’ review (2003). Overall happiness 

will be measured using the Authentic Happiness Inventory (Seligman, 2002; Appendix B), 

scores from which correlate strongly with other common measures of wellbeing and affect in 

working-age adults (Shepherd et al., 2015). 

As a concept which has only recently entered the literature, the best understood measure 

of stress-mindset to date is also a self-report scale, the Stress-Mindset Measure (SMM; Crum 

et al., 2013; Appendix C), evidencing its use in this proposed research. This reliance on self-

report measures could amplify common-method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003), therefore, ‘other-

ratings’ of participants’ stress-mindsets by friends and families could be employed in the 

proposed study to supplement responses to the SMM, as these tend to correlate highly with 

self-reported traits (Vazire and Mehl, 2008). 

Participants will complete these measures at three timepoints over the span of twelve 

months (i.e. at six-month intervals), allowing for scores of the two systematic variables - overall 

happiness and job stress - to be averaged over the timepoints. Data relating to participants who 

meet any of the proposed exclusion criteria set out in Table 1 should be excluded from analysis, 

and covariates including participants’ age, gender, income, years in education, and period in 

office, should be accounted for. 

 

Table 1: Proposed exclusion criteria 

Failure to complete all measures at all 3 timepoints 
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Changing job role, employer or becoming unemployed within the 12-month period 

Absence from employment for more than 6 months (e.g. due to travelling or maternity leave) 

 

The proposed study would be the first to examine stress-mindset as a moderator of the 

relationship between occupational stress and unhappiness beyond the day-level. If the expected 

relationship were found, it would feasible for similar methods to be employed to test the role 

of other potential moderators. 

One consideration is causality. Oftentimes personal life stress, such as family conflict 

or mental illness, ‘spills over’ into the workplace, impacting task performance and focus during 

the working day (Mennino et al., 2005). Despite drawing on existing methodology (example 

in D'Alessandro, 2006), the proposed study would provide insufficient evidence to make causal 

inferences, as there is evidently scope for overall unhappiness to exacerbate stress at work 

(Tenney et al., 2016). 

Intuitively, as evidence exists to suggest stress-mindsets can be manipulated (Crum et 

al., 2017), researchers have recommended moving away from interventions ‘at the level of 

stress’ (e.g. relaxation techniques) to ‘mindset-level’ reappraisal (Maarisngh et al., 2019; Crum 

et al., 2013). Furthermore, it has been noted that in the workplace, individuals with a positive 

stress-mindset often judge colleagues as being under less work-related strain than they actually 

are, reducing intentions to offer help (Ben-Avi et al., 2018); the proposed study would justify 

employers prioritising employee happiness and well-being (Oswald et al., 2015), whether that 

be through targeted stress re-appraisal interventions (Liu et al., 2019) or simply fostering a 

work environment which is considerate of the inherent differences between team members’ in 

terms of stress and motivation. 

 

 

A glossary of key terms is provided below: 

 

Key term Definition/explanation 

Common-method bias If a particular measurement tool (such as a questionnaire) 

produces a bias in participant responses (resulting from the 

wording of questions, for example), and this measurement is used 

repeatedly within one study, this bias will be magnified. 

Cortisol reactivity One way of measuring a person’s response to stress; the 

concentration (usually in saliva) of the stress-hormone cortisol is 

measured in response to a stressor. 

Covariate  A variable which may confound the observed effect unless 

accounted for (such as; age, gender, relationship status). 
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Appendix A: Abridged version of the NIOSH Generic Job Stress Questionnaire (GJSQ; Hurrell 
and McLaney, 1988) 
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The GJSQ is scored by averaging the scores for all items within a block (i.e., mental demands, 
social support, and workload), excluding general job information. Questions marked with an 
asterisk (*) are reverse scored. 

 

Appendix B: The Authentic Happiness Inventory (AHI; Seligman, 2002) 
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Statements for all 24 items are scored from 1 to 5 (1 being the first answer in the list, 5 
being the last). A respondent’s answers are summed and divided by 24. No responses are 
reverse scored (scoring instructions obtained from Zabihi et al., 2014). 
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The SMM is scored by reversing scores for the four negative items (1,3,5, and 7) and averaging 
the mean of all eight items. Higher scores represent a positive, or stress-is-enhancing, mindset 
(See Crum et al., 2013).  

Appendix C: The Stress-Mindset Measure (SMM; Crum et al., 2013) An investigation into the interaction between gaze direction and expression: evidence 
for the shared signal hypothesis. 

 
Isabelle Smythe 

 
 
Abstract 
The shared signal hypothesis (SSH) suggests that when gaze direction is associated with 

specific emotional expressions, it will enhance the perception of those expressions. This idea 

was formed as a consequence of (Adams Jr & Kleck, 2003)’s results that demonstrated an 

increase in reaction times when angry faces were averted but a decrease in reaction times 

when fearful faces were averted. However, the SSH has since been challenged by subsequent 

research. The aim of our experiment was to test whether Adams and Kleck’s result could be 

replicated. A within-subjects repeated-measures design was applied to 147 participants, who 

were asked to identify fearful and angry faces with both direct and averted gaze. Results 

found a significant interaction between expression and gaze that supported the SSH. We 

conclude that the SSH could be an appropriate explanation, yet to be qualified by future 

research. Limitations of the experiment and the SSH are discussed. 
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Gaze is a crucial facet of human development. It is evident very early in life and plays 

a fundamental role in social interaction (Rigato & Farroni, 2013). A common-sense view of 

gaze would argue that it is likely humans would respond or react more quickly to a direct 

gaze than an averted one because direct gaze captures people’s attention whereas averted 

gaze temporarily shifts attention to the direction of the observed gaze. This idea is supported 

by various studies in the field of gaze direction. (Driver IV et al., 1999; Friesen et al., 2005; 

Senju & Hasegawa, 2005) 

However, this idea is challenged by the findings of (Adams Jr & Kleck, 2003). In 

their experiment, participants saw a variety of faces under 4 conditions: angry with direct 

gaze; angry with averted gaze; fearful with direct gaze; and fearful with averted gaze. They 

were subsequently instructed to indicate whether a face showed an expression of anger or 

fear and their response times in doing so were recorded. Unsurprisingly, the results 

demonstrated an increase in reaction time (slower responses) when angry faces were averted 

compared with a direct gaze. However, when paired with an averted gaze, fearful expressions 

produced a decrease in reaction times (faster responses). This unusual result led Adams and 

Kleck to propose a hypothesis; the shared signal hypothesis or ‘SSH’ (Adams Jr & Kleck, 

2005). 

The SSH presents the idea that direct and averted gaze can either slow down or speed 

up reactions depending on what expression the gaze is associated with. The hypothesis 

proposes that some emotions such as anger are associated with an approach orientation 

whereas others, such as fear, are associated with an avoidance orientation. The association 

refers to the intent of the person producing this expression. Similarly, gaze can be interpreted 

as either approaching or avoidant. Direct gaze is associated with approach behaviour whereas 

averted gaze is associated with avoidance behaviour. Therefore, anger and direct gaze share 

an approach orientation while fear and averted gaze share an avoidance orientation. Using the 

idea that all dispensable information is used in order to inform the decision-making process, 

this hypothesis argues that if an approach or avoidance stimuli is a factor, this will contribute 

to the decision. To add to that, it states that if these orientations are congruent, for example an 

angry expression coupled with a direct gaze, response time will be faster than if the factors 

are incongruent (Adams Jr & Kleck, 2005). 

Other studies also provide support for the SSH hypothesis. (Sander et al., 2007) found 

that subjects perceived both the specificity and intensity of expressions consistently with the 

SSH. To add to that, research studying head positioning also points towards this hypothesis. 

A direct head position was found to influence negative effect when subjects were presented 

with angry stimuli whereas averted head positions elicited more negative effects in response 

to fearful stimuli (Benton, 2010; Hess et al., 2007). Likewise, (Nelson et al., 2013) found the 

same results when participants interacted with approaching versus withdrawing faces.  

Together, these findings would suggest that the SSH holds credit. However, in 

contrast to this, (Bindemann et al., 2008) conducted a series of experiments in an attempt to 

replicate (Adams Jr & Kleck, 2003) findings. They found that in general, averted gaze 

resulted in slower response times than direct gaze and that fearful expressions resulted in 

slower response times than angry ones undermining the explanation of the SSH. In regard to 

the relationship between the two domains, they found no significant interaction between the 

factors. The only circumstance where they were able to obtain similar results to Adams and 

Kleck, was when using their exact methodological instructions, suggesting that the findings 

of Adams and Kleck’s could be a task-or stimulus-bound result.  

 

The results of (Bindemann et al., 2008) suggest that the SSH is incorrect and that (Adams Jr 

& Kleck, 2003) produced task- or stimulus-bound results which are therefore not widely 



716 717

applicable. In order to explore further whether the SSH is a feasible hypothesis, we 

conducted our own experiment. Our hypothesis was that the results would provide backing to 

Adams and Kleck, therefore lending support to the SSH. We completed a quasi-replication of 

Adams and Kleck’s original experiment (Adams Jr & Kleck, 2003) but used stimulus faces 

taken from the KDEF set (Lundqvist, 1998). This was done in order to eliminate the 

possibility that Adams and Kleck’s results occurred exclusively as a result of specific 

stimulus effects. Blend expressions were not used in our experiment.  

 

Method 

Participants 

147 undergraduate psychology students at the University of Bristol took part in this 

experiment in order to fulfil course requirements. The study was conducted in accordance 

with the declaration of Helsinki, and received ethical approval from the University of Bristol 

Faculty of Science ethics committee. Of those 147, 11 participant datasets were discarded 

from the analysis as they fell below the 75% correct response rate. See Figure 1. This was 

done to exclude those who failed to respond to the experiment correctly, and those who failed 

to adequately succeed at the task. The remaining 136 participants consisted of 21 males and 

116 females, who had a mean age of 21.5 years and a standard deviation of 2.6. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. A scatter graph indicating the proportion of correct responses and the cut-off point 

of 75%. 

 

Materials 

The images used as independent variables, from the KDEF set (Lundqvist, 1998), consisted 

of ten Caucasian males and ten Caucasian females each showing one angry and one fearful 

expression. Each image was copied, then manipulated using Adobe® Photoshop® shifting 

their eye gaze to the right. Subsequently, each image was mirror reversed so that there was an 

equal spread of left- and right-ward gazes. The direct gaze images were also mirror reversed 

to ensure an equal number of direct and averted gaze conditions. This resulted in a total of 

160 images. All photographs were edited so that hair and background were not visible to the 

viewer. See Figure 2 for examples.  
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Figure 2. An example of the face stimuli used. 

 

Procedure 

A within-subjects repeated-measures design was used to test whether participants could 

correctly identify the emotional expression of a particular set of Caucasian faces as either 

‘angry’ or ‘fearful’. Stimulus trials were presented using MatLab with Psychtoolbox 

(Brainard, 1997; Kleiner M, 2007; Pelli, 1997) on a computer screen. Images measured 403 

by 570 pixels with an average inter-ocular distance of 144 pixels. Each image was preceded 

by a 500ms display of a fixation spot, followed by a 50ms blank grey screen. The images 

were then displayed until a response was made. Each trial was separated by a 1 second gap. 

Each subject saw the faces in a different randomised order. Participants were instructed to 

respond as quickly as possible to produce speeded reaction times: the dependent variable. 

Responses were recorded using the left and right control keys and were counterbalanced, 

with 50% of participants answering left for fear and right for anger, and vice versa for the 

other 50%. The first 10 trials presented direction on which keys participants should use in 

order to familiarise them with the response system. Trials were presented in sets of 40 images 

with opportunities for breaks in between each set. 

Results 

The hypothesis was tested with a 2x (expression: anger vs. fear) by 2x (gaze: direct vs. 

averted) repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA). A significant main effect of 

expression was found F(1, 135) = 26.187, p <.001 participants identified angry faces (M = 

.731s, SE =.014s) more quickly than fearful faces (M = .777s, SE = .016s). No significant 

main effect of gaze was found F(1, 135) =.713, p >.050. In other words, there was no 

significant difference between reaction times of direct (M = .752s, SE = .015s) and averted 

(M = .756s, SE = .014s) gaze. A significant interaction between expression and gaze was 

found F(1, 135) = 19.440, p < .001 angry expressions were more quickly identified with 

direct gaze whereas fearful expressions were more quickly identified with averted gaze. See 

Figure 3. Paired samples t-tests were run as planned contrasts, expecting the same results as 

(Adams Jr & Kleck, 2003). A significant difference over gaze aversion in both anger and 

fear, t(135) = -3.732, p < .001 and t(135) = 2.579, p = .011 respectively, was identified.  
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 Figure 3. The median response times of expression*gaze conditions. Response times are in 

seconds. Error bars reflect standard error of the median. 

 

Discussion 

The aim of this experiment was to attempt to replicate (Adams Jr & Kleck, 2003) findings, 

showing support for the SSH; an increase in reaction time over an avoidance orientation and 

a decrease in reaction time over an approach orientation. The results were consistent with our 

hypothesis, and therefore support the SSH.   

These findings are consistent not only with the results of Adams and Kleck, but also 

of other studies previously mentioned involving gaze and expression (Nelson et al., 2013; 

Sander et al., 2007), and that of head orientation; another factor of approach/avoidance 

orientations (Benton, 2010; Hess et al., 2007). Together, this lends further support for the 

shared signal hypothesis as an explanation for the interaction between gaze and expression.  

A possible explanation for why (Adams Jr & Kleck, 2003) and (Bindemann et al., 

2008) results diverged is that there could be a difference in effects of 1) how quickly 

expressions are perceived and 2) how they are actually interpreted. Perhaps direct gaze 

results in faster identification in general compared to averted gaze as seen in Bindemann’s 

results. But in the actual perception of faces, averted gaze could be associated with fear 

contrasting with direct gazes’ association with anger. In order to test this idea, more research 

would have to be conducted focussing on analysing the difference between the speed of 

identification and the actual identification process.  

Another possible explanation for (Bindemann et al., 2008) inability to replicate is that 

the results of both our and (Adams Jr & Kleck, 2003)’s experiments could be task bound. The 

experiments that replicated Adams and Kleck’s original results used the same task 

methodology. Moreover, Bindemann’s 4th experiment, where he used a different task, failed 

to achieve the same results. This suggests that the results which support the SSH could be a 

result of specific task effects. In the future, experiments should attempt to test the same 

hypotheses using a different task in order to eliminate the possibility of results being task-

bound.  

The theory of SSH in general is vague. It requires more research to be done in order 

to adequately establish the extensiveness of its parameters. Our experiment chose to focus on 

the specific interaction of anger and fearful expressions with gaze direction, but there are a 

large number of other expressions that require to be tested in order to establish whether or not 

the findings for other emotional expressions are consistent with our findings and therefore 

support the SSH. (Adams Jr & Kleck, 2003) did conduct experiments involving happy and 

sad expressions using these dimensions and demonstrated results consistent with the SSH. 
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This finding supports the SSH but there are a large range of emotional expressions that must 

be tested in order to determine whether the SSH provides an explanation for all expressions. 

Another point to consider regarding the uncertainty of the SSH is other behaviours 

that are associated with approach or avoidant orientations, for example body language or 

hand gestures. As previously mentioned, head orientation has already been investigated 

(Benton, 2010; Hess et al., 2007), but more research should be conducted into the 

contribution of body language and gestures in order to identify the extent to which the SSH 

adequately explains this aspect of human behaviour. 

To conclude, our experiment provides supporting evidence for Adams and Kleck’s 

original results (Adams Jr & Kleck, 2003). It refuted suggestions that their result could have 

been a consequence of stimulus-bound effects, and supported the SSH, their proposed 

hypothesis (Adams Jr & Kleck, 2005). Although this research points towards the SSH as the 

correct explanation, one must consider the implications of the contradictory evidence 

presented by (Bindemann et al., 2008), as well as the possibility that we could have produced 

task-bound results. One should also acknowledge the limitations of the SSH being both 

imprecise and incomplete. 
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Is learning of a second language subject to a critical period? 

Lea Glaubig 

Abstract 

During infancy, our native language comes to us effortlessly. By contrast, learning a foreign 

language later in life requires intrinsic efforts or instruction. This article aims to discuss whether 

successful acquisition of a second language is limited on a critical period during childhood. 

Intuitively, we believe children to surpass adults in foreign languages. Indeed, some studies 

indicate strong effects of starting age on proficiency. Nonetheless, the critical period hypothesis 

is heavily criticised. Here, I illustrate three arguments supporting that criticism. Firstly, there is 

support for consistent, gradual decline in language learning abilities. Secondly, our first language 

and our second language are critically distinct. And lastly, cases of native-level language 

attainment in late-learners indicate that the language learning potential may never completely be 

lost. Sociopsychological factors and the resulting individual differences seem to play an 

additional role. Therefore, we cannot assume a simple causal relationship between age and 

second language acquisition.  
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In an ever-globalising world, in which we need to increasingly communicate across countries and 

cultures, the importance of mastering other languages than your mother tongue becomes 

apparent. It is to no surprise that the majority of Europeans believe learning a foreign language to 

be beneficial for the future of their child (Eurobarometer, 2012). Typically, it is assumed that 

children learn a new language much quicker than adults and also reach higher levels of 

proficiency. Most people have witnessed how rapidly and effortlessly children learn a new 

language, compared to adults struggling to comprehend foreign languages, even after intense 

language courses. A simple conclusion is then: All language learning must be subject to a critical 

period in which acquiring the language takes minimal effort, and outside of which it feels 

impossible to reach the level of a native speaker. This folk knowledge provides convenient 

ground to explain why individuals struggle to learn a foreign language in their adult life. 

 

From a scientific perspective, the simple presumption of a critical period being the base of 

second language (L2) learning remains unsatisfying and raises several questions. Might it be 

solely adapted from initial language (L1) acquisition, which is tied to childhood development 

(Mayberry & Kluender, 2018)? Could our focus on age of L2-learning be just one of many 

variables that have an impact? How can we explain highly proficient adult learners? This article 

highlights some of those questions and links them to evidence from psycholinguistic research. I 

will discuss whether acquisition of L2 really is contingent on a critical period during childhood. 

The underlying nature of second language learning matters, to individuals speaking more than 

just their mother tongue, and also to educational institutions aiming to provide the best possible 

foundation for foreign language learning. 

 

A critical period (CP) can be described as a limited stage in development, marked by 

maximum sensitivity to stimuli that are essential for learning and thus peak learning potential. 

This entails that this ’window of opportunity’ is subsequently followed by reduced sensitivity 

and learning outcome (Birdsong, 2006). Despite the intuition that A CP matches outcomes of 

learning an L2, thus far, research provided rather conflicting conclusions. Johnson and Newport 

(1991) published compelling results indicating that, indeed, a CP may underlie L2 acquisition. 

Grammaticality judgements of Korean and Chinese immigrants to the US were predicted to 

correlate with participants’ age of arrival. Participants listened to sentences of spoken English 

and were asked to evaluate whether they were grammatically correct, or incorrect. The results 

demonstrated this clear linear relation between test scores and Age of Acquisition (AoA), 

however, only until puberty. 

 

Amongst participants who had arrived after puberty, no clear link to their performance on 

grammaticality judgement could be found. The authors concluded that puberty marks the end of 

a critical period in which individuals are most likely to succeed in a second language. Almost 30 

years after the publication of Johnson and Newport (1989), there is still no consensus on whether 

people are most sensitive to learning a second language during a CP early in life. 

A number of authors undermined the idea with empirical data, but also by questioning the 

nature of a CP. An essential trademark of such ’window of opportunity’ would be discontinuity, 

i.e. peak performance during the CP is abruptly followed by reduced performance, or even the 

inability to still acquire L2 (Bialystok & Kroll, 2018). Johnson and Newport (1989)’s data 

suggest that, after puberty, language performance was not related to AoA and also strikingly 

variable between individuals. Their results suggests a stage-like discontinuous function of L2-
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learning across different ages. Furthermore, individuals’ first language (Chinese or Korean) 

differed profoundly from their second language (English). A large study, using census data, 

compared the effect of age of immigration on self-rated language proficiency in both Chinese 

and Spanish speaking US-immigrants - whereas Spanish is arguably more closely related to 

English. The results failed to mirror a stage-like decline in L2 proficiency after puberty. Instead, 

Spanish and Chinese speaking individuals equally displayed a consistent linear decline across 

age of immigration (Hakuta et al., 2003). Reliability of their data-measures, e.g. self-rating, may 

be questionable, as volunteers’ evaluation of their own language skills may be confounded and 

unrealistic. Nevertheless, Hakuta et al. (2003) provide substantial counterarguments to a CP-

hypothesis of L2-learning by proposing a linear life-long decline, independent of similarity 

between L1 and L2. 

While a continuous decline in the L2-learning curve discounts the CP-hypothesis, unique 

insight into language acquisition is, further, provided by studying Sign-Languages. During 

infancy, hearing children are particularly sensitive to phonological properties of their native 

language, e.g. vowel sounds (Kuhl et al., 1992), resulting in perceptual narrowing, i.e. the ability 

to perceive differences in stimuli we are less exposed is reduced whereas it is improved for 

stimuli encountered more regularly. Those that are born deaf remain isolated from this form of 

stimulation. Studies on native signers and late learners of Sign Language indicate that AoA is 

linked to performance in recall and sensitivity to violations (Mayberry & Kluender, 2018). Age-

related decline of L2-proficiency appears to transcend across spoken languages (Hakuta et al., 

2003) as well as across different modalities, i.e. auditory and sensorimotor. Yet, some studies 

also demonstrate successful acquistion of Sign Language by adults. Mayberry (1993) compared 

performance on sentence recall in signers that were born deaf and participants who had become 

 

deaf later in life and learned American Sign Language as their L2. The latter group was not only 

at near native-level in production, but also outperformed native (L1) signers in sentence recall. 

Perhaps then, auditory language input in early childhood benefits L2 acquisition, even across 

modalities. Further, Mayberry (1993) demonstrates the different mechanisms underlying L1- and 

L2-acquisition, and their interactions which may impact success in L2-learning, in addition to 

age. 

Successful L2-learning may result from L1 exposure and competency. There is little doubt 

that our first language has to be learnt within infancy. This is confirmed by tragic cases of 

neglect, such as Genie who had been linguistically isolated until the age of 13 years (Krashen, 

1973). Even though basic L1-learning was possible, Genie’s speech was limited 

to very short sentences. Under ordinary circumstances, however, children acquire a first language 

instantaneously as a result of stimulation from their linguistic environment. That also applies to 

deaf children: when exposed to sign language, they spontaneously begin to sign themselves 

(Mayberry & Kluender, 2018). Based on that, we can assume that native language learning is 

subject to a critical period. However, Mayberry and Kluender (2018) propose that L1-CP 

critically differs from L2 development, because the starting point is shifted. At the time when 

most people acquire an L2, they have already established a linguistic structure, namely their 

native language. Acquiring an L2 ’on top of that’ is inevitably constrained by that existing 

structure. In fact, some authors propose that novel L2 items initially interact with L1, before 

continued exposure transforms them into independent representations (Hawkins & Chan, 1997). 

Highlighting the importance of development prior to L2-learning provides a simplistic argument 

for objecting the CP-hypothesis. 
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The hypothesis implies that, in theory, once the CP stage is over, an L2 cannot be learnt 

flawlessly (Bialystok & Kroll, 2018), i.e. beyond this stage, native-like proficiency is completely 

out of reach. Further, this unambiguous pattern should emerge regardless of the measures that are 

used. The above examples on gradual (Hakuta et al., 2003) vs. stage-like (Johnson & Newport, 

1989) decline demonstrate that no such clear, unambiguous pattern can be shown. There are a 

number of examples of late L2-learners reaching native-like level, measured for instance by 

phonetic and rhetoric quality (Colantoni & Steele, 2006). Whilst these cases may be rare, they 

could not occur, had L2-attainment been restrained to a specific time period in childhood. In fact, 

they match post-puberty results by Johnson and Newport (1989): some individuals manage to 

become highly proficient and others do not, leading to scattered non-linear function of 

performance and AoA. Thus, exceptional later-learners add to a list of arguments that undermine 

the CP-hypothesis for second language acquisition. 

Cases of successful late L2-learners can sometimes be linked to non-linguistic factors, 

such as the individuals’ personal relations, motivation, aptitude, or the quality of teaching. 

Indeed, different types of input enhancement (Ioup, 1995) can positively influence efficacy in 

L2-learning. Moyer (1999) investigated the impact of motivation and instruction, in addition to 

age, on German (L2) phonology performance of English native speakers. Due to participants 

being employed as graduate language teachers, their level of motivation was comparatively high. 

All of them had also been exposed to native speakers phonology for a substantial amount of time. 

Besides a meaningful impact of motivation on performance, the authors also reported one 

’exceptional learner’ who had not been exposed to German until the age of 22, yet consistently 

performed at native level. The wish to acculturate that drove this individual clearly defeated any 

maturational closure that would be assumed by critical period during childhood. Therefore, 

 

sociopsychological factors, such as motivation, powerfully affect the outcome of L2-attainment 

and confirm that age alone cannot fully explain lifetime patterns of L2-learning. 

In addition to anecdotal knowledge, AoA-effects on second language learning have lead to 

the idea of an underlying critical period. Overall, age appears to critically affect progress in 

second language learning, perhaps due to brain maturation and adjustment to environmental 

conditions. Nonetheless, a critical period, limiting successful L2-acquisition, cannot easily be 

upheld based on empirical studies. The logic of a CP can be subverted by 

a) lack of discontinuity of age effects on learners decline, b) the notion that, unlike initial 

language acquisition, L2-learning does not start from scratch, and c) cases of native-like 

attainment despite acquisition way beyond the timeline of a CP. Lastly, age of acquisition, in 

isolation, cannot explain why late L2-learners typically fail to reach native levels. Internal and 

environmental variables, e.g. motivation, are likewise at play. Increasing work on the interplay of 

these factors and a better understanding of in how we can advocate them to our benefit may help 

individuals, as well as educational institutions to improve conditions for second language 

learning. 
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Gibson’s Theory of Visual Perception: A Critical Review 
 

Joni Hytinkoski 
 

Abstract 

The focus of Gibson’s theory of visual perception is the interaction between the perceiver and 

its environment. While most of the research on the literature was preoccupied with notions of 

specific sensory stimuli, Gibson posited the influential idea that sensory experiences are but 

incidental to the process of picking up perceptual information. This essay aims to outline the 

focus on the active seeking of perceptual information from the part of the observer, and the 

concepts of invariants and affordances required to conceptualize the theory. Arguments and 

research evidence from practical areas such as volleyball are presented in favour of the 

theory, and contrary notions touching areas such as optic illusions are reviewed. This essay 

agrees with the main tenets of the theory and aims to reconcile the it with the critiques, 

suggesting an alternative view of a possible synthesis of both direct and indirect perception 

may be in order. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The traditional, indirect account of sensory perception tends to assume that since animals 

have senses, they must also have sensations. In the indirect model, sensory stimulation is 

considered to be impoverished, with the mind “filling in the gaps” through cognitive 

processing. The direct visual perception theory (Gibson, 1950, 1966, 1979) considers specific 

sensory experiences merely incidental to the focus of the system; the pickup of perceptual 

information. For Gibson, the race to define strict boundaries between sensory experiences or 

modalities was a needless one, with them forming a unified perceptual system where specific 

sensory data mediated by ‘specific nerve energies’ were of little interest (Costall, 2017). For 

example, seeing a flame, feeling its heat and smelling the burning wood, are all specifiers of 

fire and offer the possibility of transmodal pickup of information. It is this notion that 

perhaps most elegantly specifies Gibson’s focus on perception of objects and events in the 

world, not on the incidental (to him) sensory experiences they provide. Our limbs, for 

example, can be considered as a part of the visual system; we locomote to gain a better point 

of view, and we grasp objects to look at them closely.  

For Gibson, the interest laid not in how the singular rod or cone transmutes light 

energy into nerve signals, but how an organism uses vision, and how and why it evolved to 

do so. Gibsonian direct perception is thus called ecological optics, focusing on the interaction 

of the perceiver and the environment; or, how the perceiver goes about gaining perceptual 

information about what there is to perceive in the environment, and what the environment 

affords to the observer (Gibson, 1979). One can only perceive what there is to be perceived, 

as specified in the optic array, and only if the environment affords this. One cannot see 

behind a high, opaque fence unless there is something to stand on. Affordances, traits such as 

the step-on-ability of the rock (Warren, 1984), are, in Gibson’s view, directly perceived from 

the environment with no need for cognitive processing. In the indirect perception account 

cognitive processing is required to infer meaning from something meaningless, the sensory 
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experiences. The need disappears, however, in Gibson’s model where perceptual information 

of the environment is infinitely rich and readily available; the only thing the perceiver needs 

to do is attend to it (Gordon, 2004).  

Instead of considering the stimulus for the retina (light energy) Gibson considers the 

stimuli for the whole perceptual system: the optic array. But what is there to be perceived in 

the optic array? When steadily closing on to a point, say, a big rock in the forest, our retinal 

image changes continuously. The retinal image of the trees and the ground moves and 

changes, yet we have an unchanging experience or perception of the environment. How does 

one have a singular, cohesive percept of his surroundings despite the changing input? Put in 

Gibson’s (1966) terms, in the optic array we detect invariants. In this situation, the invariants 

would be the optic flow (Koenderink, 1986) and the progressive dynamic un-occlusion of 

trees behind trees (Bingham, 1993). The lawful transformation itself is the invariant. 

Consider also the example of size constancy. Why do we correctly perceive human 

figures in the distance to be humans of regular size, even though their angular size in the 

optic array is smaller than for humans nearby? In a natural environment, the closer one is to 

the horizon, the further away they are (Gordon, 2004). This invariant accommodates 

detecting that one is, truly, seeing normal sized humans in the distance, not mini-humans 

standing close by.  

From the perceiving of invariants arises perception of objects, from which arise the 

perceiving of their affordances. In light of research evidence, the perceived affordances truly 

seem to be directly perceived without need for their mental representations (Greeno, 1994), 

and more importantly, are accurate enough to be acted upon. Pepping & Li (1997), found that 

stationary, visual judgements of a volleyball’s “blockable” height correlated highly with the 

individual actual ability to block a ball at said height. The accuracy of the judgements was 

further enhanced when the participants were allowed to move a little, despite not touching the 

 

 

 

 

ball. This lends support to the Gibson (1966) notion that the transforming visual input 

obtained through the perceiver’s active perception-seeking process is indeed beneficial for 

perception, instead of a challenge. 

The logical plausibility, yet the lack of computational explicitness in Gibson’s theory 

is a double-edged sword. A radical idea, even one that solves real problems, will seldom be 

spared from radical critique, whether justified or not. The author accepts, however, that the 

non-explicitness brings forth the possibility of ‘explaining away’ even the more convincing 

arguments against Gibson. The theory seems easy to attack, but hard to topple down. 

 Gyr (1972), in line with the indirect accounts of perception, argues the need for an 

“efferent copy” to be stored for the purposes of distinguishing between the perceiver being 

moved and the self-movement of the perceiver (Mace & Pittenger, 1975); a mental copy to be 

stored for any movement signal the brain brings forth, to which the visually detected 

movement is then compared to. If they match, they cancel each other out, and the perceiver 

will feel himself moving, instead of the world moving in relation to him (Bridgeman, 1995). 

This is only required, however, if the movement information received by the retina truly is 

ambiguous. Gibson (1966) posits that this ambiguity rarely exists, for the ‘jumpy’ retinal 

patterns received by self-locomotion through gait differ much from those imposed by the 

smooth movement of a train passenger. To put it simply, in Gibson’s view, sufficient 

information for distinguishing self-locomotion exists in the optical array, barring cases of 

experimental manipulation designed to give ‘incorrect’ information about movement 

(Gibson, 1966). This seems like a reasonable defence against top-down suggestions such as 

those of Gyr.  

It is also important to note that explaining the perception of man-produced 

ambiguities, such as illusions was never the focus of Gibson’s theory. To assess any 

comprehensive theory of perception, however, a question such as that of illusions can’t 
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simply be ignored. Gregory (1997) indeed heavily criticizes the theory of direct perception 

with the aid of visual illusions. One of the examples includes the Hollow-Face illusion 

(Gregory, 1970), which Gregory posits to be caused due to top-down effects. Supposedly, we 

are so used to seeing convex faces that this prior knowledge actively and effectively prevents 

us from seeing this new concave face as concave, despite conflicting monocular depth cues 

like shadows. The effect weakens when the face is upside down. The illusion would 

presumably from a Gibsonian point of view be explained as the perceiver attending to the 

wrong invariants due to prior perceptual learning, but what these wrong invariants might be 

admittedly escapes the present author. Some of Gregory’s other illusions, however, have been 

explained as being produced due to incidental effects of the sensory experience, for example, 

seeing colours when rubbing one’s eyes; the mechanical stimulation causing electrical 

discharges of the neurons meant to change light; a testament to the non-specificity of nerve 

signals themselves. Many other illusions can be destroyed by allowing free movement of the 

perceiver and stereo visual perception (Gibson, 1966). It still remains that some of the 

illusions may not be explainable by direct theories of perception. 

An interesting notion is that in the midst of the overarching bottom-up – top-down 

controversy in the literature it is easy to accidentally forgo noticing that both of these 

accounts assume a bodily passivity to the world (Costall, 2017). Instead of the agent living 

without agency under the whims of a bottom-up, sensory experience mandated stimulus-

response model or supposing a top-down model of cognitive organization of perception, it 

might do well to consider the active role of the perceiver. As long as the interaction between 

the perceiver and the environment guiding possible actions is being considered, neither a pure 

stimulus-response model nor a top-down model seems to fit. According to Gibson, 

information in the optic array is infinitely rich, and attention picks up the required 

information (Mace & Pittenger, 1975). As noted by Costall (2017), the Gibsonian view could 

 

 

 

 

possibly be best characterised as “bottom-down”. As Holt (1915) noted, looking inside the 

perceiver to understand its actions will necessarily miss their meaning. An organism needs 

something to act upon. The object and its bodily action possibilities specify what can be done 

with the object. 

 Neurophysiological research asserts the existence of two separate visual pathways in 

the visual cortex of vertebrates (Norman, 2002); the dorsal and the ventral. The former is 

mainly used for analysing movement-related information, the latter for visual recognition 

(Gordon, 2004). Disruptions to these pathways selectively impair their respective functions 

(Ungerleider & Mishkin, 1982). The existence of the ventral pathway facilitating recognition 

of objects suggests comparison with stored representations, contrary to the Gibsonian view. 

The dorsal pathway, implicated in movement information, however, seems consistent with 

Gibson. Even in the light of the aforementioned criticisms, and even accepting the need for 

cognitive processing for some perceptual tasks, it seems possible to integrate both direct and 

indirect theories into a more comprehensive, if still incomplete view of perception as a 

whole, as suggested by Norman (2002). Gibson’s theory surely is not bulletproof nor above 

critique, but the writer remains convinced of its useful primary tenets. In light of the 

neurophysiological evidence for the functions of the dorsal/ventral pathway and the difficulty 

of explaining some illusions without resorting to top-down effects, the author is convinced 

that a perceptual theory incorporating parts of both indirect and direct theories of visual 

perception may be required. 
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Google effects on memory: a second replication 

also fails to find an effect 

 

Eleanor Underhill 

 

Abstract 

The ‘Google Effect’ describes how the internet has become an external memory source and 

therefore when faced with a lack of knowledge individuals are primed to think of computers 

and the internet (Sparrow et al., 2011). After one failed replication (Camerer et al., 2018a) 

this study seeks to produce a direct replication to test the existence of the ‘Google Effect’. 

Two hypotheses were tested using a Modified Stroop Task: whether hard or easy trivia 

questions prime computer words more than control words. A two-way ANOVA (n=94) 

showed no interaction effect F(1, 93) = 0.046, p = .832, ƞp
2 = .0005 and no main effects for 

question block or word type were present. Bayesian analyses showed moderately strong 

support for both hypotheses. The ‘Google Effect’ failed to replicate for a second time, so I 

conclude that it does not exist or is so small as to be negligible. The importance of integrating 

Bayesian statistics with p-values and effect sizes in order to encourage publication of true 

effects in the literature is discussed. 
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Introduction 

Since 2011, serious concerns have arisen about the reproducibility of scientific 

research, especially within the psychological sciences (Pashler & Wagenmakers, 2012). 

These are not isolated concerns: in one survey, 90% of researchers considered there to be a 

replication crisis (Baker, 2016), and others such as Ioannidis (2005, p.1) have gone as far as 

to say that “for most study designs and settings, it is more likely for a research claim to be 

false than true”. While publication bias and questionable research practices have led to an 

over-estimation of effect sizes and publications of false positives (Munafo et al., 2017), it is 

important to appreciate the power of replication to improve the probability of finding true 

positive results (Moonesinghe et al., 2007). 

 
To assess the extent of this crisis and provide more reasonable estimations of effects, 

organisations have launched replication projects such as the Reproducibility Project: 

Psychology (Open Science Collaboration, 2015) and the Social Sciences Replication Project  

(Camerer et al., 2018a). The OSC (2015) found a 39% replication rate with effect sizes on 

average half the original size; Camerer et al. (2018a) found a more optimistic 62% replication 

rate, but similar effect sizes of 50% the original size. These projects provide clear evidence 

for the presence of a replication crisis and highlight the necessity of making scientific 

research transparent. When Camerer et al. (2018b) replicated the “Google Effects on 

Memory” Experiment 1 (Sparrow et al., 2011), the information provided was incomplete and 

so the original authors argued that the replication was not direct. Acknowledging the 

importance of exact replications for improving reproducibility (OSC, 2015), the current study 

is a direct replication of the Google Effects on Memory: Experiment 1 (Sparrow et al., 2011), 

informed by the replication of Camerer et al. (2018b). 

 
The ‘Google Effect’ describes how humans have come to use the internet as an 

external memory source, instead of the human group or transactive memory sources that have 

 

been relied on previously. This suggests that when an individual lacks knowledge necessary 

for the situation, computer and internet-related words are likely to be more salient as these are 

the sources the individual would usually use to find the information needed (Sparrow et al., 

2011).  

 
Sparrow et al. (2011) used a modified version of the Stroop Task to test whether 

computer-related words are more salient than control words after blocks of hard or easy trivia 

questions. The Stroop Task (Stroop, 1935), demonstrates how response times for naming the 

colour of a word are significantly increased when the word and the colour are incongruent 

(for example, the word BLUE presented in the colour RED would be incongruent). This can 

be modified by using different target and control words to test how much interference they 

generate: words that are more salient lead to longer colour-naming response times.  

 
The original study found that computer-related words (e.g. ‘Google’) (M = 712ms, SD 

= 413ms) took longer to respond to on a Modified Stroop Task than control words (e.g. ‘Coca 

Cola’) (M = 591ms, SD = 204ms) after participants answered a block of hard trivia questions, 

t(68) = 3.26, p < .003 two-tailed, dz = 0.39. A similar effect was also found for computer 

words (M = 603ms, SD = 193ms) compared to control words (M = 559ms, SD = 182ms) in 

the easy question condition t(68) = 2.98, p < .005, dz = 0.36 (Sparrow et al., 2011). They took 

this as evidence that trivia questions lead to a lack of knowledge causing people to think of 

computers and the internet, consistent with the ‘Google Effect’.  

 
This study will investigate the replicability of the ‘Google Effect’, whether it exists 

and any associated effect sizes. Bayesian statistical analyses allow researchers to quantify the 

evidence in support of the null hypothesis (as well as the research hypothesis, or indeed 

neither), and so this method will be used to supplement null hypothesis statistical testing 

(NHST) which only allows us to quantify evidence in support of rejection of the null 

hypothesis. This method is therefore particularly suitable for replication studies and is also 
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recommended as it provides an alternative to NHST which is involved in some of the 

problems that have created the replication crisis (Dienes, 2016). 

 

Method 

Sampling 

Convenience sampling was used: each experimenter recruited four participants known 

to them, providing a total sample size of 116. No participants dropped out or were excluded. 

Unfortunately, no demographic information was recorded. Unlike in the original study, no 

incentives were offered for participating, and we did not recruit solely from an undergraduate 

cohort. 

 

Design 

The experiment followed a 2x2 within-subjects design just as the original study did, 

with the hard or easy question block as the first independent variable and the presentation of 

computer or control words during the Stroop Task as the second independent variable. All 

participants were subject to all conditions, giving four conditions in total. The dependent 

variable was response time (RT) on the Stroop Task measured in milliseconds. I will be 

replicating the first two hypotheses as tested by Sparrow et al. (2011): 

 

H1: Computer words take longer to respond to on the Modified Stroop Task than control 

words after a block of hard trivia questions. 

H2: Computer words take longer to respond to on the Modified Stroop Task than control 

words after a block of easy trivia questions. 

 

Participants were unaware of the true purpose of the study and the differences 

between the conditions. The experiment was built using Open Sesame v. 3.2.8 (Mathôt, 2012) 

 

and was presented to participants on a laptop in a quiet room. Data collection was conducted 

in October/November 2019. 

 

Materials/Measures 

The same target/control words and trivia questions were used as in the original study. 

Computer (target) words: 

   Google, Yahoo, internet, modem, screen, browser, keys, computer 
 

Control words: 

Target, Nike, Coca Cola, Yoplait, table, telephone, book, hammer. nails, 
chair, piano, pencil, paper, eraser, laser, television 

 
Example of an easy trivia question: 

Are there 24 hours in a day? 

Example of a hard trivia question: 

Does Denmark contain more square miles than Costa Rica? 

 

Each Modified Stroop Task consisted of 24 trials of 8 computer words (e.g. ‘Google’, 

‘internet’, ‘modem’) and 16 control words (e.g. ‘Coca Cola’, ‘book’, ‘table’), presented 

randomly in either red or blue. Participants were instructed to press the correct corresponding 

colour key as quickly as possible; there were 48 trials in total. Cognitive load was imposed at 

the beginning of each trial in order to reduce ceiling effects. The design included feedback 

about whether their Stroop answers were correct; it was unclear in the original design 

whether this was included. Figure 1. provides more information about the Stroop Task. 

Incorrect answers were not excluded from the analysis. 
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Procedure 

Participants were first instructed to answer yes/no trivia questions in order to prime 

ideas of computers and search engines (as hypothesised by the ‘Google Effect’), and then the 

Modified Stroop task was used to test the salience of these concepts with any interference 

effects evident in the response times. The experiment followed the design of the original– an 

easy/hard block of trivia questions was followed by a Modified Stroop Task, and then the 

alternative block of easy/hard questions was followed by the same Stroop Task. The order of 

easy/hard question blocks was counterbalanced by participant number. 

 

Data Diagnostics 

Median RTs of each condition were calculated for each participant. Data obtained by 

the student cohort were merged and aggregated. A random number of participant data were 

excluded after data collection producing my unique sample; participants with outlier data in 

any condition were also removed leaving a final sample size of 94 (see Figure 2.) 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Schematic explanation of 
the Modified Stroop Task. 
Participants were first instructed to 
remember a random 6-digit 
number to increase cognitive load. 
After responding to the target 
word, they received feedback of a 
flash of colour informing them of 
their response (red or blue) 
followed by feedback informing 
them whether their response was 
correct or not. They then entered a 
6-digit number to proceed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After obtaining the final sample size of 94, a sensitivity power analysis was conducted 

using G*Power v. 3.1.9.4 (Faul et al., 2007). With α = .05 the experiment will have 95% 

power to detect an effect size of dz = 0.34, or 80% to detect dz = 0.26. The original effect 

sizes were calculated as dz = 0.39 for H1 and dz = 0.36 for H2. This means that if the current 

replication finds effect sizes of 75% the original size, there is only a 20% chance that the 

finding is due to a type 2 error (a false positive). Clearly a 95% power level is preferable, 

however this requires significantly more participants (and therefore resources), so 80% is an 

acceptable level in psychology.  

 

Histograms revealed the data for each condition were positively skewed, however 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests are considered robust against deviations from normality 

and so this method of analysis was deemed appropriate. Planned comparisons will be 

conducted as one-tailed paired t-tests for H1 and H2. As only two t-tests will be used a 

Bonferroni correction is considered unnecessary. 

 

 

 Total student 
cohort data n = 116 

Random number 
(16) of participants 
excluded n = 100 

6 participants 
classed as outliers 

removed n = 94 

Figure 2. Participant flow 
through the study. A 
random number 
generator produced two 
numbers (8, 8) and so the 
first 8 and last 8 
participants were 
excluded from the data. 
From this, 6 were then 
removed due to having 
outlier data more than 
±2.5 SD away from the 
mean in at least one 
condition. The resulting 
total sample size was 
therefore 94 participants. 
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Results 

For the current replication, frequentist analyses of the replication results were 

conducted using R Studio v. 1.1.463 (R Studio Team, 2016). A two-way ANOVA yielded a 

non-significant effect for the interaction of question block condition and word type F(1, 93) = 

0.046, p = .832, ƞp
2 = .0005. Main effects were also non-significant: for word type F(1, 93) = 

0.99, p = .322 ƞp
2 = .01 and for question block condition F(1, 93) = 0.25, p = .616, ƞp

2 = .003. 

These effects are illustrated by Figure 3. 

 

Despite finding non-significant ANOVA results, the planned comparisons were still 

carried out to directly compare the replication and original results. For H1, RTs for  Computer 

words (M = 759.19, SD = 341.19) were longer than control words (M = 747.14, SD = 

333.03), but the difference between means was not significant t(93) = 0.83, p = .408, and 

effect size negligible d = 0.04 [95% CI’s: -0.05, 0.12]. The same non-significant difference 

was found for H2: computer words (M = 768.41, SD = 409.40) compared to control words (M 

= 760.77, SD = 393.72), t(93) = 0.54, p = .589, d = 0.02 [-0.05, 0.09]. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Line 
graph of mean 
response time (in 
milliseconds) by 
word type and 
question block 
condition. 95% 
confidence 
intervals are 
displayed. No 
crossover 
interaction effect is 
shown as consistent 
with the ANOVA 
results.  

 

 

Bayesian t-tests were conducted using JASP v. 0.11 (JASP Team, 2019) to further 

quantify the evidence for/against H1 and H2 and provide greater understanding of how the 

data fit the hypotheses than provided by p values. For H1, median effect size δ = 0.11 [0.01, 

0.29] and Bayes factor BF0+ = 3.96. In common language, this means that the data are 3.96 

times more likely to be explained by the null hypothesis rather than the proposed hypothesis 

(H1). For H2, median effect size δ = 0.09 [0.01, 0.27] and BF0+ = 5.41, showing the data are 

5.41 times more likely under the null hypothesis. Both Bayes factors provide moderately 

strong evidence for the null hypotheses. 

 

Discussion 

My data clearly support the null hypotheses for both H1 and H2, i.e. there is no 

difference in RTs for computer compared to control words in either the hard or easy question 

conditions. Both the interaction effect and planned comparisons were non-significant, so the 

original results failed to replicate. 

 
The sample size of n=94 gave 80% power to detect effect sizes of 75% of the original 

size, but ideally this would have been 95% power to detect a 50% effect size, in line with 

other replication projects that commonly find effect sizes of 50% of the original (OSC, 2015; 

Camerer et al., 2018a). However, the addition of Bayesian analyses showed that there was 

moderate evidence for both null hypotheses and therefore there is little support for the 

argument that this study was underpowered and simply could not detect the effect that exists. 

The lack of power may even be an irrelevant point in the wider context, as even if the 

‘Google Effect’ does exist, it seems to have limited practical applicability or importance.  

 
The original study did not even report effect sizes, instead relying on p-values to 

display statistical significance, an unfortunately common practice in psychological literature 



750 751

 

which has contributed to questionable research practices such as ‘p-hacking’ (Munafo et al., 

2017), and over-inflation of true effects in the literature. Inclusion of effect sizes is a measure 

of practical significance and allows for direct comparison across studies and replications, 

while the addition of Bayesian statistics supplement traditional NHST by providing a fuller 

picture than the significant or non-significant binary information provided by p-values. 

 
My sample differed from the original as our participants were from the UK as 

opposed to US; this could have confounded the results as stereotypical American brand 

names such as ‘Target’ would have been less familiar to UK participants and so may have 

taken longer to respond to. However, the Camerer et al. (2018b) replication study was 

conducted in the US and so provides a good control for this potential confounding variable. 

My study was also conducted 8 years after the original and so computer terms such as 

‘modem’ may be less relevant compared to the control words; further research with up-to-

date computer terms could address this issue and investigate whether word 

familiarity/relevance has an effect in this context. Considering the original study aimed to  

measure a subconscious association between hard trivia and computer-related ideas, perhaps 

an Implicit Association Task, which measures how strongly concepts are subconsciously 

linked, would be more appropriate for future designs.  

 
In conclusion, the effect found in Experiment 1 of the Sparrow et al. study (2011) did 

not replicate. When also taking into consideration the results of the previous replication 

(Camerer et al., 2018b), it is hard to interpret these findings as any evidence for the effect 

described: it may not exist or may be so small as to be of negligible practical significance. 
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A Note from the Veterinary Medicine Editor: 
Eleanor Best

This year, we have published two fantastic research papers in the veterinary 
science section. Whilst each is different in style, they both address important 
issues within the veterinary community and make for wonderful reads. It has 
been such a pleasure to take part in this journal along with a great team, and I 
have really enjoyed my role as editor. Research in veterinary science is some-
thing I am particularly passionate about and I think it is really important to 
encourage research at an undergraduate level. BILT Undergraduate journal 
provides a great platform for undergraduate vets to publish their research and 
I am really excited to see what future issues of this journal bring. I hope that 
everyone enjoys reading this year’s chosen publications and I hope that they 
encourage others to undertake some research of their own and consider sub-
mitting next year!

With thanks to the Veterinary Editorial Board:

Durshant Somaskantha 

Samantha Doyle 

Chris Griffiths 

Veterinary Medicine

‘A Pilot Study: The Use of Transparent Film and Adhesive 
Tape Dressings on Peripheral Intravenous Catheter Sites 
and Their Effects on Reducing Catheter-Tip Contamination 
in   Canines’ - Cacey Chan  

‘Should Genetically Modified Salmon Enter the Food 
Chain?’ - Elizabeth Reynolds 
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A pilot study: The use of transparent film and adhesive tape 

dressings on peripheral intravenous catheter sites and their 

effects on reducing catheter-tip contamination in canines 
Author: Casey Chan 

 

 

Abstract  

 

Objectives: The aims of this study were to explore and compare the effects of transparent 

film dressing (3M Tegaderm™) and the adhesive tape dressing (E-band®) in reducing 

peripheral intravenous catheter-colonisation in dogs. 

 

Methods: 20 dogs were recruited from Langford Small Animal Hospital. They were 

randomly allocated into one of two groups: the control group (E-band®) or treatment group 

(3M Tegaderm™) at the time of admission. A total of 20 peripheral intravenous catheters 

(IV) were collected from 19 dogs for culturing and bacterial identification. 

 

Results: The median colony count for the control group was 16 and 5 for the treatment group. 

The results were statistically insignificant. The overall IV catheter contamination rate was 

45% with individual contamination rate of 54.5% and 33% in the control and treatment 

groups respectively. 

 

Clinical significance: The results of this pilot study were insignificant, however they 

demonstrated trends perhaps suggesting that the current measures (including, the current IV 

catheter hygiene protocols, hand hygiene compliance and the type of dressings used) are 

insufficient at preventing microbial colonisation in catheter-tips. This study provides a good 

starting point for future investigations, using a larger sample size and additional resources.  

Introduction 

 

The use of peripheral intravenous catheter (PIVC) is an essential part of modern-day 

medicine; it is a device that is placed into a vein and enables superficial access from the skin. 

It is primarily used for therapeutic purposes, for example the administration of medical 

treatment such as, drugs, fluid therapy and blood products (Thomas, 2018). There are 

multiple benefits to having a venous access point in veterinary patients. It can reduce trauma 

to patients that require repeated blood samples or multiple drug administrations. It can also 

reduce the amount of human handling in fearful or fractious patients thereby reducing stress 

(Lloyd, 2017). Having a PIVC minimises the risk of extra-vascularisation of highly irritant 

drugs that can lead to tissue necrosis (Tan, Dart & Dowling., 2003). 

 

Nosocomial infection is described by the World Health Organisation as “an infection 

acquired in hospital by a patient who was admitted for a reason other than that infection” 

(Girard et al., 2002). Intravenous catheters are one of the most common causes of nosocomial 

infections in human medicine (Madeo et al., 1998). According to the National Nosocomial 

Infection Surveillance system in the United States, 85% of primary bacteraemia are 

intravenous catheter related (Eggimann & Pittet, 2002). The catheter insertion site and the 

catheter hub are commonly cited as two of the most important sources for catheter 

colonisation and catheter-related bloodstream infection (Raad & Bodey, 1992; Maki & 

Ringer, 1987).   

 

The most commonly used peripheral veins for venepuncture in dogs are the cephalic and 

saphenous veins as suggested by the British Small Animal Veterinary Association (King & 

Boag, 2007). Due to the anatomical location of peripheral veins in dogs, PIVCs in veterinary 

patients are easily contaminated as they are in close proximity to floor surfaces. As a result, 

this can increase the risk of exposure to contaminants such as bodily fluid. In addition, 

veterinary patients also tend to be less compliant than human patients in terms of IV catheter 

interference. PIVCs can be contaminated with saliva by chewing or licking the IV catheter 

(Ramos et al., 2017). Therefore, it is extremely important to maintain a high standard of 

hygiene around the catheter site in order to prevent catheter-related infections and thus 

decrease the incidence of a preventable nosocomial infection. 

  



758 759

 

Materials and methods 

Before starting this research project, ethical approval was granted, and written owner consent 

was obtained at the time of admission. Dogs that were admitted to the neurology ward at 

Langford Small Animal Hospital (SAH) presenting with signs of neurological diseases were 

eligible for this study. Patients that present with neurological signs or diseases tend to have 

decreased motor control; in some cases, they are urinary or faecal incontinent and thereby are 

more likely to contaminate their IV catheters (Goddard, 2008). Patients that are 

immunosuppressed, for example those with ongoing chemotherapy or septicaemia, were 

excluded from this study. Patients diagnosed with septicaemia present with a large number of 

bacteria in their bloodstream and therefore unable to provide a clear baseline for this study 

(bacteria are absent in the bloodstream in healthy patients) (Raad & Bodey, 1992). Due to 

time constraints, a small sample size of 20 dogs were recruited and a total of 20 IV catheters 

were collected. 

 

Data collection  

Randomisation 

The recruited patients were randomly allocated into one of two groups. This was done by 

flipping a coin for the first patient only. Heads for control group, tails for treatment group. 

After the first coin flip, the groups were allocated in an alternate manner in the sequence that 

the patients were admitted into the hospital. This is done so that there would be a similar 

number of participants in both groups. For this study, the treatment group was the starting 

group.  

 

Intravenous catheter placement  

Different sizes of Introcan® Certo polyurethane intravenous (IV) catheters1and Y-extension 

sets2 were used in this study. Qualified veterinary nurses and veterinary students under the 

supervision of qualified veterinary staff (hereafter known as the ‘Nominated Group’) placed 

IV catheters for both groups.  

 
1 B. Braun, Germany 
2 B. Braun, Germany 

By following the current Langford SAH 

IV placement protocol, a liberal area 

(The treatment group must comply to the 

study protocol where the clip must be 

large enough for the 3M Tegaderm™ 

dressing (Figure 1) to fit without 

touching any fur) around the selected 

vein was clipped using electric clippers. 

Prior to catheterisation, the hands of the 

placer were disinfected with Sterillium® 

med3 for a recommended 1.5 minutes 

following the World Health Organisation 

hand washing technique (World Health 

Organisation, 2009) The cephalic and lateral saphenous veins were preferred for IV 

catheterisation in dogs as the position of these veins enables a good restraining position (King 

& Boag, 2007). 

 

 

Dressing placement 

The control group 

Patients from the control group were subjected to a standard IV 

bandage, the Nominated Group placed the dressing following a pre-

existing protocol at Langford SAH. Three strips of E-band® (Figure 

1) were used to secure the IV catheter and the Y-extension set after 

placement. The Y-extension set was taped to the limb with a strip of 

Durapore™4 (Figure 2) to prevent contact with floor surfaces. The IV 

catheter was then bandaged with a layer of orthopaedic padding, 

followed by a layer of EickWrap. All of the material used in the 

control group IV bandage were non-sterile.  

 

The treatment group 

 
3 Hartmann, Germany 
4 3M, United States 

Figure 1. Materials used for intravenous catheter placement 
in this study. 

Figure 2. Control group 
dressing as seen on a patient. 

Chloraprep™ 
Sepp™ applicator 

Y-extension set  

 
Introcan® Certo 

polyurethane 
intravenous catheter 

 
5ml sterile saline 

flush 

3M Tegaderm™ 
dressing 

E-band® 
Durapore™ 

Orthopaedic 
padding 

Eickerwrap 

Clean kidney dish 

Pre-injection 
alcohol swab 
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For the treatment group, the Nominated Group followed the study protocol for 3M 

Tegaderm™ dressing placement. The study protocol was designed using the application 

manual provided by the manufacturer (3M, 2016). Before the dressing was applied, the placer 

ensured the clipped area was dry as moisture or residual alcohol from the Chloraprep™ 

Sepp™ applicator (Figure 1) can reduce the adhesiveness of the dressing. A sterile 3M 

Tegaderm™ dressing was placed so that the transparent window part of the dressing was 

applied directly over the catheter-insertion site (Figure 3a & 3b). 

 

 

Catheter site examination 

Catheter site examinations were carried out twice daily (every 12 hours) by members of the 

Nominated Group as part of the Langford SAH protocol. At the time of this study, an IV 

catheter was removed for one of three reasons, when it showed signs of inflammation, when 

it became non-functional or when it was no longer needed. This decision was made by 

veterinary surgeons.  

 

Collection of intravenous catheters   

Once the IV catheters have been extracted from the patient following the study protocol, the 

distal two thirds of the catheters were cut with a pair of sterile scissors. The catheter-tips were 

placed into a sterile sample pot (Sterilin, UK) containing 10 ml of phosphate-buffered saline. 

The samples were immediately placed into a refrigerator (of 4℃ or below) until they were 

taken for bacterial culturing at an onsite laboratory.  

 

Figure 3a&3b. The treatment group dressing (3M Tegaderm™) 
as seen on patients. 

Identification process  

A sample of 100 microlitres of fluid was taken from the sample pot containing an IV catheter.  

The sample was spread on three blood agar plates for an average bacteria colony count. The 

bacteria count was performed by counting each colony once (see Figures 4 & 6, where 

colony forming units (c.f.u.) appear as a ‘dot’ on agar plates).  

 

MacConkey and Mannitol salt agars5 were used to differentiate the types of bacteria that 

grew on the blood-agar plates. Mannitol salt agar is a selective medium, it is used for the 

isolation of Staphylococci and other gram-positive bacteria. Selective media selects for the 

growth of a desired organism and inhibits the growth of others. On the other hand, 

MacConkey agar is a differential media which uses biochemical properties of 

microorganisms to indicate the growth of a target organism (Aryal, 2018). MacConkey agar 

generally grows gram-negative bacteria such as E. coli and Pseudomonas spp. As the source 

of contamination was anticipated to be from the skin and bodily fluid or excretion such as 

urine or faeces, MacConkey and Mannitol salt agar were chosen to select for gram-positive 

and gram-negative bacteria which covers most of the common occurring bacteria in the gut 

and on the skin (Gorbach, 1996). 

 

 
5 Thermo Fisher Scientific, UK 

Figure 4. The inoculation 
loop was used to select a 
colony. 

Figure 5. The sample was 
spread across the MaConkey 
agar plate in a ‘zig-zag’ 
motion but remaining in the 
selected quadrant. 

Figure 6. Some blood-
agar plate presents with 
more than one type of 
microorganisms.  
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The MacConkey and Mannitol salt agar plates were divided into quadrants and each quadrant 

was labelled with a letter. Each quadrant represents a bacterial colony found on the blood-

agar plates. The bacterial colonies were isolated using a sterile inoculation loop (Figure 4) 

and spread across both plates in a systematic, ‘zig-zag’ motion (Figure 5). Note that there can 

be more than one type of microorganism present on a single blood-agar plate which can be 

differentiated by its appearance as shown in Figure 6. It was necessary to culture all the 

different types of microorganisms in order to identify them. Once the plates were inoculated, 

they were incubated for 48 hours at 37℃ for aerobic bacteria growth. The bacteria were 

identified by their biochemical characteristics including their appearance and growth.  

 

Statistical Analysis 

IBM SPSS Statistic software was used. As the gathered data was non-parametric, the Mann-

Whitney U test followed by a logarithm to base 10 was used to calculate the significance of 

the results in the two groups. Both results were graphed (Figure 8 and 9). The chi-square 

exact test was also used to work out the distribution of the different bacteria found in the two 

groups. The significance level was defined as having a P-value of less than 0.05 (5%).  

 

Results 

A total of 20 peripheral intravenous (IV) catheters were successfully collected from 19 dogs 

at the neurology ward of Langford Small Animal Hospital. The control group submitted 11 

IV catheters and the treatment group submitted 8 IV catheters. There were 8 females and 11 

males, 2 of the males from the control group were non-ambulatory and urinary incontinent. 

The population’s median age was four years (range: 2-11 years).  

 

All IV catheters (n=20) took 1 attempt to be successfully inserted into the same vein. 18 of 

which were inserted into a cephalic vein and 2 into a lateral saphenous vein. The location of 

the IV catheter was depended upon the temperament of the patient and vein availability. This 

is decided by a vet nurse or a vet. 

 

All IV catheters were in place for a mean of 2.3 (±0.8 s.d.) days. All dogs (n=19) received 

anaesthetic drugs through their IV catheters, 35% of which also received Lactated Ringer’s 

solution as part of their fluid therapy. Blood samples were taken from three (15%) dogs’ IV 

catheter as part their assessment in the hospital. There was no incidence of phlebitis or 

septicaemia in the duration of this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Statistical significance 

All of the intravenous (IV) catheters that were collected presented with at least one  

bacterial colony on one of the three blood agar plates. Individual colonies from each IV 

catheter were enumerated to produce a quantitative data. The median number of colonies 

found was 16 in the control group with an interquartile range of 78 compared to 5 and 39.5 in 

the treatment group. 

 

 

 
Control 

group 
Treatment group* 

Median age (years) 4 4 

Male 8 4 

Female 3 4 

Non-ambulatory 2 0 

Urinary incontinent 2 0 

Sizes of intravenous catheter of 

which are….                 

   18 gauge  

1 1 

20 gauge 3 3 

22 gauge 6 5 

24 gauge 1 0 

Mean number of days in-situ 

(±s.d.) 
2.5 (±0.82) 2 (±0.87) 

Cephalic vein 9 9 

Lateral saphenous vein 2 0 

Blood samples taken 2 1 

Lactated Ringer’s solution 5 2 

IV catheters placed by nurses 6 1 

IV catheters placed by students 5 8 

Figure 7. A table to show the variables in the study population.  
*one dog submitted two IV catheters from the treatment group. The first IV catheter 
was replaced as it was no longer patent. Both of the catheters qualify for the study. 
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Figure 8 shows the distribution of the total number of bacteria colonies found in IV catheter-

tips in the two groups. The control group showed a maximum value of 326 colonies 

compared to 66 colonies found in the treatment group. A logarithm to base 10 was applied to 

the total number of bacterial colonies found in each catheter to minimise the range between 

the highest and lowest count. This provides a clearer graph (Figure 9).  Figure 9 shows an 

increased frequency of high bacteria colony counts in the control group compared to the 

treatment group. However, no significant difference was found between the two groups (U-

value = 0.13). 

 

The overall bacterial colonisation rate of catheter-tips (≥5 c.f.u.) of the two groups was 45%. 

Individual contamination rate was 54.5% in the control group and 33% in the treatment 

group.  

 

  

Total bacterial colony count 

Figure 8. A graph to show the 
distribution of the total number of 
bacterial colonies found in the two 
groups.    

The distribution of the total number of bacterial colonies found in the two groups. 

 

Types of bacteria found 

All IV catheter-tips (n=20) collected resulted in the growth of at least one bacterial colony, 

the colonies that grew on blood-agar plates were transferred onto MacConkey and Mannitol 

salt agars for the identification of bacteria. 16 out of 20 catheter-tips successfully grew 

bacterial colonies that were able to be identified on the MacConkey and Mannitol salt agar 

plates. Six of which grew more than one species of bacteria. 

 

 The following bacteria were identified: S. aureus (n=7), S. epidermidis (n=6), Pseudomonas 

(n=5), E. coli (n=1), Enterococcus (n=1) and Bacillus (n=2). S. aureus was the most 

frequently found amongst the 16 catheters-tips. With Pseudomonas most prevalent amongst 

the control group (n=5) and S. aureus and S. epidermidis in the treatment group (n=3) (Figure 

10).  

 

Log10 total bacterial colony count 

The distribution of the total number of bacterial colonies log10 found in the two groups.    

Figure 9. A graph to show distribution 
of total number log10 of bacterial 
colonies found in the two groups.    
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Discussion  

Expectations: were they met? 

The aim of this study was to explore the effects of adhesive tape and transparent film 

dressing in reducing intravenous (IV) catheter contamination rate. The overall IV catheter-tip 

contamination rate of this study was 45%, with individual contamination rate of 54.5% and 

33.3% in the control and treatment group respectively. This was remarkably higher than those 

from the Relevant Veterinary Catheter Studies (Ng, Burney & Garcia, 2007; Ramos et al., 

2017; Jones et al., 2009; Grady et al., 2011; Matthews, Brooks & Valliant, 1996)) with 

contamination rate ranging from 6.9-24.5%, this was unexpected. In addition, it was 

hypothesised that IV catheters in the treatment group will result in a lower colony count 

compared to the control group. The hypothesis was in accord with the results of this study. 

Although the expectations for the hypothesis were met and there was a noticeable difference 

in the number of colonies that were found between the two groups, the results were 

statistically insignificant (U-value = 0.13). 
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The frequency of different bacteria found in intravenous catheter-tips from 
the treatment and control group

S. aureus S. epidermidis Pseudomonas E. coli Bacillus Enterococcus

Figure 10. A graph to show the frequency of different bacteria found in treatment and 
control group. 

Intravenous catheter-tip contamination rate and colony count 

A reason in which both groups resulted in a high catheter-tip contamination rate may be due 

to poor hand hygiene and skin preparation techniques when placing the IV catheters or poor 

aseptic technique when removing the IV catheters. It is cited in multiple studies that one of 

the most common routes of IV catheter contamination are via the skin-exit site or the catheter 

hub (Fletcher, 2005; Raad & Bodey, 1992; Gahlot et al., 2014). The presence of bacteria 

around the catheter insertion site (from inadequate preparation) or the catheter hub can lead 

to the migration of bacteria into the bloodstream (Jones et al., 2009) which could potentially 

explain the high contamination rate in this study.  

 

In particular, the control group had a notably higher contamination rate than the treatment 

group. This may be a consequence of the different types of dressing used. The E-band® 

dressing used in the control group had not been sterilely treated. This may be a source of 

contamination. On the other hand, the 3M Tegaderm™ dressings used in the treatment group 

were sterilely packed and treated with gamma-ray radiation (3M, 2018). This potentially 

explains the lower contamination rate compared to the control group.  

 

Despite this, it is important to acknowledge that the treatment group still had a contamination 

rate of 33.3%. This reinforces the idea of an inadequate skin preparation technique prior to IV 

catheterisation. The variables in this study (number of placers, the duration in-situ, sizes of 

IV catheters and types of infusate given through the IV catheter) were not taken into account 

in the statistical analysis as the sample size was considerably small. These are known risk 

factors that were identified in previous human and animal studies (Fletcher, 2005; Jones et 

al., 2009; Coolman et., 1998) so this should be taken into consideration when comparing 

results from the two groups.  

 

One of the limitations of this study was having more than one person involved in placing and 

removing IV catheters and dressings. The level of competence, compliance and technique can 

fluctuate between different individuals. In the control group, six people were involved with 

placing IV catheters, four of which were students. This was due to a weekly rotation of 

veterinary students around the hospital; opportunities to practice IV catheterisation were 

given to students that needed to complete the practical aspect of their course. In comparison, 

only two people were involved in placing IV catheters in the treatment group. Eight out of 

nine IV catheters were placed by the same student (the author). In order to restrict variation in 
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methods, personnel that were involved with this study must follow the protocols that were 

established for this study for both placement and removal of IV catheters. However, it was 

impossible to monitor the degree to which this was followed. This may have affected the 

reliability of the results. In future studies, the placement and collection of IV catheters should 

be limited to one person. This would obviate any bias in data gathering caused by a variation 

in technique.  

 

Types of bacteria found 

The finding of the Staphylococcus family was expected as they are found as part of the 

normal skin flora in human and animals. They were reported to be the most frequently found 

bacteria in IV catheter-tips in both human and veterinary studies (Eggimann & Pittet, 2002; 

Maki, Weise & Sarafin, 1977; Jones et al., 2009). The frequent finding of Staphylococcus in 

IV catheters reflected a number of issues. Firstly, it suggests that personnel that were 

involved in this study failed to demonstrate good hand hygiene technique before handling the 

IV catheters. It was required as part of the study protocol that staff and students must 

disinfect their hands with Sterillium® med for a minimum of 1.5 minutes using the World 

Health Organisation hand washing technique (WHO, 2009) before handling IV catheters 

(either to place or remove). The high IV contamination rate and the frequent occurrence of 

Staphylococcus indicated that there might be low level of compliance in handwashing.  

 

Secondly, the finding of Staphylococcus also suggests that the skin preparation technique was 

insufficient at eliminating patient’s skin flora. This can be a result of lack of skin scrubbing 

or short contact time between the skin surface and the disinfectant used. According to the 

study protocol (which was designed to be similar to current Langford SAH protocol to obtain 

maximum compliance),  prior to IV catheterisation, the skin must be cleaned with a swab 

soaked with 70% isopropyl alcohol for five seconds and then scrubbed with the Chloraprep™ 

Sepp™ applicator (which contains 2% chlorhexidine gluconate prior and 70% isopropyl 

alcohol) for another five seconds. At the time of study, it was not acknowledged that the 

Chloraprep™ Sepp™ applicator suggested a ‘drying period’ of at least 30 seconds. 

Therefore, this might have affected the efficacy of the product in eliminating bacteria.  

 

Pseudomonas spp. was the third most commonly found bacteria in IV catheter tips of this 

study. This was an unexpected finding as Pseudomonas spp. is not commonly found as part 

of the skin or gut flora. Pseudomonas spp. is a genus of gram-negative bacteria that is 

adapted to moist environment. It is known as an opportunistic pathogen that can lead to more 

serious conditions such as, pneumonia and septicaemia (Weihui et al., 2015). Psudomondas 

spp. is widely found in soil and stagnant water (Chatterjee, et al., 2017). A way in which IV 

catheters can become contaminated is through exposure to contaminants prior to admission or 

at the hospital. Another way in which it can be contaminated is through their daily walk on 

grass around the hospital. This as part of their inpatient routine at Langford SAH. Due to the 

location of peripheral IV catheters, they can be exposed to contaminated soil during their 

walk. 

 

Other types of bacteria that were found in the control and treatment groups were S. 

epidermidis, E. coli, Bacillus and Enterococcus; common bacteria that could be found either 

on the skin or in the guts (i.e. faeces). This indicated that they were the main sources of 

contamination for IV catheters in this study. Similar studies done by Ramos et al. (2017) 

Jones et al. (2009) and Marsh-Ng et al. (2007) concurred with this finding. Interestingly, 

more species of gut bacteria were found in catheter-tips from the treatment group. There are a 

number of reasons why this may be: personnel involved with placing and removing IV 

catheters have bad skin preparation or hand hygiene or aseptic technique. 

 

Conclusion  

The aims of this study were to explore different IV catheter dressings options for veterinary 

patients and to investigate their effect in reducing bacterial colonisation in IV catheter-tips. 

The results of this study demonstrated that the transparent film dressing (3M Tegaderm™) 

had a noticeably lower colony count when compared to the adhesive tape (E-band®). 

Although the results were not statistically significant, the data collected have shown 

encouraging trends for further investigations. The high IV catheter-tip contamination rate of 

this study is unacceptable and reflected that current measures (including, IV catheter hygiene 

protocols and hand hygiene compliance) are insufficient at reducing colonies count in IV 

catheters. Results of this study also suggests that it is important to consider the types of 

dressing used when amending protocols. Although the association between colonised IV 

catheters and catheter-related bloodstream infection are not well-established in veterinary 
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studies, preventative medicine should be practiced in order to provide gold standard 

veterinary care.  

 

Further work 

The treatment group dressing (3M Tegaderm™) did not adhere well to dog skin, to improve 

IV catheter securement, a replacement product with similar properties (such as, transparent 

and sterilely packed) is recommended for future investigations. As this study was only 

designed to be a pilot study, a larger sample size is required for more significant results. The 

number of variables in this study should also be reduced. This includes, IV catheter sizes, 

duration of catheters in-situ and type of infusate given through IV catheters. Furthermore, IV 

catheters and respective dressings should all be placed by one person in order to minimise the 

variation in techniques. 
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Abstract 

In 2015, AquAdvantage salmon, a fast-growing transgenic Atlantic salmon, were the first 

genetically modified (GM) animal to be approved for human consumption. This literature 

review considers this decision to allow GM salmon to enter the human food chain from three 

different perspectives – the human consumer, the environment and public health. 

The literature suggests that consumption of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) presents 

no health risks to the consumer, however, this data is extrapolated from GM plant-based 

diets, not animals. Steps have been taken to minimise the impact of AquAdvantage salmon on 

the environment, but these may result in poor animal welfare for the fish. Proper labelling of 

GM salmon is vital to maintain principles of public health and traceability. Opposition to the 

concept of GM foods is commonplace worldwide, and the root of this opposition is often 

emotional, rather than ignorance of scientific evidence. 

Overall, this paper argues that GM salmon are safe to enter the human food chain, although 

opposition to this decision is still prevalent. 

 

Introduction 

The development of genetically modified (GM) living organisms presents both challenges 

and opportunities for scientists, farmers, policy-makers and consumers alike. With the 

world’s population expected to continue to rise exponentially (Roser and Ortiz-Ospina, 

2013), the question of how enough food can be produced sustainably remains unanswered. 

GM technology promises higher yields with fewer resources and increased profits, with 180 

million hectares of land dedicated to cultivating GM crops in 2015 (Royal Society, 2016). 

However, only one species of genetically modified animal has been approved for human 

consumption: a variety of Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) named the AquAdvantage salmon, 

which will be the primary focus of this review. 

Developed by the biotechnology company AquaBounty, the AquAdvantage salmon is created 

by adding a growth hormone-regulating gene from the Chinook salmon (Oncorhynchus 

tshawtyscha) and a promotor gene from the ocean pout (Zoarces americanus). The resulting 

fish grows rapidly and is ready to harvest and eat at 18 months, instead of 3 years as with 

conventional non-GM salmon. The first formal application for Food and Drug Administration 

(FDA) approval was in 1995, but the approval process is very long and convoluted (Figure 

1), and it was not until 20 years later that the FDA confirmed that the salmon were safe to 

enter the food chain and officially approved them for human consumption (FDA, 2015). This 

decision was met by immediate backlash by various politicians, notably the Alaskan Senator 

Lisa Murkowski (Washington Post, 2016). The US Congress voted to block the salmon from 

entering the US, and the FDA issued Import Alert 99-40 in 2016, which banned the import of 

both the salmon and their eggs until labelling regulations were finalised. On 8 March 2019, 

following the introduction of new labelling regulations, specifically a symbol that denotes 

that a food product is derived from a GMO, by the US Department of Agriculture (USDA), 

the FDA deactivated Import Alert 99-40. This allowed AquaBounty to import GM salmon 

eggs and begin operations at their new inland facility in Indiana, with the stipulation that the 

meat must include the ‘bioengineered’ logo on its packaging.
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This review will consider three points of discussion concerning this issue, focusing on major 

stakeholders: 

- The human consumer: are GM salmon safe to eat? 

- The environment: what impact will the fish and their production system have on the 

environment? 

- Public health: how could GM salmon be traced and labelled in a way that protects public 

health? 

An extensive literature search was conducted across various databases depending on each of 

the three named discussion points. For papers concerning environmental impacts, CAB 

Abstracts and BIOSIS were used for their extent of material on life sciences. For literature 

concerning health impacts, both fish and human consumer, searches were carried out on the 

health sciences-focused Medline. PubAg and CAB Abstracts were used for searches 

concerning the aquaculture industry, and Web of Science was also searched for additional 

papers providing an interdisciplinary approach. Key words used in the literature search for 

each of the above databases were “gmo”, “aquaculture”, “AquAdvantage salmon” and “GM 

salmon”. Other primary sources were consulted when necessary, for example, the reports on 

AquAdvantage salmon made publicly available by the FDA online. 

 

Human consumption 

The primary concern of many of the stakeholders in this case is whether the end product, 

meat from the GM animal, is safe for human consumption. Snell et al (2012) reviewed 24 

studies on the impact of GM plant diets in animals and concluded that there was no 

significant evidence that eating GM plants carries any health hazards. Where studies did find 

abnormal health effects, it was often found that either the effect was not statistically 

significant, biologically significant (i.e. did not exceed normal parameters seen in a healthy 

individual), or the literature review identified flaws in the methodology. For example, one 

compared a diet of GM soybean against organically-grown soybean – the number of differing 

factors in the production methods of each of the diets meant that the study was not comparing 

‘like-with-like’ (Daleprane, Feijó and Boaventura, 2009). Snell et al (2012) also highlighted 

the need to separate concerns about the consumption of GM plants from those about the 

consumption of plants that have been treated with glyphosphates. Concerns surrounding the 
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use of glyphosphates, which have no use in aquaculture, are beyond the scope of this 

discussion. 

Hilbeck et al (2015), however, refuted the idea that there is an agreement within the scientific 

community that GMOs are safe to eat, arguing that current research has been insufficient. 

They claim that a consensus on GMO safety cannot be reached because there are roughly 

equal numbers of research groups who advocate and oppose the consumption of GMOs, but 

fails to further discuss how, for example, funding, methodologies, or number of peer-

reviewed papers produced from studiesdiffers between these research groups. Hilbeck and 

many others frequently refer to two notable studies (Séralini et al, 2014; Carman et al, 2018) 

as evidence of the health risks of eating GMOs, which, it should be noted, have both been 

widely criticised (Grunewald and Bury, 2012; Food Standards Australia & New Zealand, 

2013) for their flawed methodologies and misleading conclusions. 

If AquAdvantage salmon have no detrimental health effects on the human consumer, could 

they provide health benefits when compared to conventional non-GM salmon? The FDA 

reported that AquAdvantage salmon are nutritionally similar to other farmed Atlantic salmon, 

but not any more nutritious than their non-GM counterparts. Salmon are naturally very good 

sources of omega-3 fatty acids, but novel, sustainable sources of these fatty acids as feed for 

farmed fish must be considered in the present day (Tocher, 2015). One such example is GM 

camelina that is rich in omega-3 (Betancor et al, 2018), so AquaBounty could use this newly-

developed feed to achieve levels of omega-3 higher than that found in non-GM farmed 

salmon. If this were possible, this could be an example of an advantage of GM salmon to the 

human consumer. 

Regarding the human consumer, much of the current literature agrees that there are no 

majorly significant health risks of eating GM food, however, many previous studies 

investigated the effects of GM plants, rather than GM animals, on rodents, not humans 

(Baranowski et al, 2010; Haryu et al, 2009; Brake et al, 2004). No evidence was found in the 

literature to suggest that there are major health concerns for humans consuming transgenic 

salmon, although evidence that they provide health benefits over conventional non-GM 

salmon is equally scarce. There may be a need for studies specifically focusing on health 

effects in humans eating GM salmon, as we cannot be certain that studies on GM plants can 

be extrapolated to GM salmon, or that studies in animals can be extrapolated to humans. 

However, it must be appreciated that conducting such a study in a robust way would present 

challenge, since there would be more ethical considerations surrounding using human 

volunteers, and sourcing the GM salmon for the study would be difficult whilst they are not 

widely available on the market. 

 

Environmental impact 

A major concern for potential environmental impacts by GM salmon is the possibility of the 

fish escaping the breeding facility and damaging local biodiversity (Le Curieux-Belfond et al, 

2009), either by breeding with native fish species or by out-competing them for resources. 

Farmed fish can and do escape from captivity (Youngson et al, 1993). Oke et al (2013) 

suggested that this scenario was possible under laboratory conditions, and AquAdvantage 

salmon successfully bred with brown trout and produced a fast-growing hybrid (Sundström et 

al, 2014). Li, Pitcher and Devlin (2014) investigated the potential of GM Coho salmon 

invading wild species and concluded that the impact on wild native species would be minimal 

unless the GM salmon were reared to be much larger than the invaded species. The FDA 

environmental assessment also concluded that risk to wild fish populations was minimal, and 

that the risk was further reduced if the fish were to be produced from the inland Indiana 

facility, and if triploidy (development of three sets of chromosomes, instead of two) were 

induced in the fish as a sterilisation method. 

The measures taken to reduce the risk to the environment, however, may result in negative 

effects on the health of the salmon. The FDA also noted that AquAdvantage salmon had 

lower ‘general fitness’ compared to non-GM salmon. One study (Cnaani, McLean and 

Hallerman, 2014) found that AquAdvantage salmon seemed to respond to physiological 

stress, such as changes in the concentration of dissolved oxygen, more poorly compared to 

non-GM fish. A study in GM Coho salmon (Kim, White and Devlin, 2015) found evidence of 

disrupted circadian rhythms. 

These effects seen in the health and fitness of genetically modified salmon all could further 

decrease the likelihood that the salmon will escape and damage local ecosystems, but could 

also be considered to result in poor animal welfare for the fish. This is considered in the 

ethical matrix by Bremer et al (2014), as their transgenic status may not comply with two of 

their ethical principles, ‘non-maleficence’ (preventing harm) and ‘autonomy’ (dignity). 
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Although Senator Murkwoski stated her concerns to be focused on the traceability and clear 

labelling of GM salmon, she has also suggested that GM salmon could threaten the 

livelihoods of fishermen (Murkowski, no date). Indeed, the fishing and seafood industry 

accounts for some 25,000 jobs in Alaska, and salmon accounts for more of these jobs than 

any other species (State of Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, 2019). 

The seafood industry is also vital for the state’s economy, with total salmon exports estimated 

to have a value of $549m in 2017, which would equate to 1.01% of the total GDP for Alaska 

(United States Census Bureau, 2018). Until GM fish become widely available on the market, 

and more data is available on the average market price and productivity of GM salmon, it 

would be difficult to try to accurately estimate how this emerging market would compete 

with the sea fishing industry. 

The case of AquAdvantage salmon is not a promising one from the point of view of an 

investor. AquaBounty made a loss of over $10m in 2018 and the company has nearly 

collapsed on multiple occasions (AquaBounty, 2018). Even if sales begin in 2020 as 

projected, and are successful, it will have taken nearly 30 years between its launch in 1991 

and generating an income (AquaBounty, 2020). This suggests GM livestock to be a long-term 

investment that would currently be unable to compete with the existing fishing industry. 

Even if a legitimate threat is presented to the commercial fishing industry, it will not be only 

from GM salmon, but from all types of farmed fish. The aquaculture industry has increased 

dramatically over the last few years (Figure 2), so we should all expect more fish products in 

supermarkets to be from farmed, not wild caught, fish (Ellis et al, 2016). There are 

advantages for this shift – unsustainable or over-fishing is undeniably a major concern for the 

biodiversity of the oceans (Scheffer, Carpenter and de Young, 2005; IUCN, 2011). 

Additionally, producing farmed fish in inland facilities will reduce the carbon footprint of the 

human consumer, as the fish would not need to be transported as far to reach consumers, 

particularly for very large countries like the US. 

 

 

 

AquaBounty also claim that the feed conversion rate of AquAdvantage salmon is 20-25% 

better than other farmed salmon (AquaBounty, 2019), which would make them more 

sustainable to produce as they would require fewer resources to rear. This claim was 

validated by Tibbett et al (2013), who confirmed that AquAdvantage salmon grew around 

twice the rate of non-transgenic salmon, with only approximately 75% of the cumulative feed 

intake. Although, in the study, the water temperature between the two groups of fish differed 

very slightly (only by 2°C) and small fluctuations in water temperature have been found to 

affect the growth rate of fish (Vargas-Chacoff et al, 2018). It cannot be known, in this case, 

whether the difference in water temperature or the transgenic nature of the fish had the 

greater influence on their growth rate. 

Aquaculture is not without risks to the environment – in particular, the systems used release 

considerable amounts of waste phosphorous and nitrogen into the environment (Valenti et al, 

2018), and as the industry continues to expand, methods of reducing these pollutants must be 

Figure 2: Data demonstrating 
the exponential growth of the 
aquaculture industry and 
changes in the major 
producers (Ellis et al, 2016) 
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considered. If new innovation, such as novel filtration methods (Zadinelo et al, 2017; 

Barnhurst, Rajendran and Hu, 2018) can keep these pollutants to a minimum, then the global 

shift towards aquaculture, as well as the production of GM fish, can be hoped to have a net 

benefit for the environment. 

 

Consumers and public health 

Import Alert 99-40 was issued until an agreement could be reached on how to label 

AquAdvantage salmon as a genetically modified food, the aim being to ensure that GM 

salmon are traceable once they enter the food chain (FDA, 2019). 

One such case study of the importance of traceability occurred in the UK in 2013, where it 

was discovered that some food products labelled as ‘beef’ contained small amounts of 

undeclared horse meat (Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs, 2013). Horse is 

not considered food in the UK, although across the EU, it is classed as a food animal by 

default unless otherwise specified (Veterinary Medicines Directorate, 2015). A major concern 

for the veterinary and public health professions was the breach in traceability – because the 

presence of horse meat had gone undeclared, records on its source, such as welfare standards 

at the farm or the presence of residue veterinary drugs in the animals, were lost. Indeed, low 

amounts of the veterinary anti-inflammatory drug phenylbutazone were confirmed in one 

range of contaminated products, though these were too low to cause harm to the human 

consumer (Wise, 2013). It is possible to identify transgenic salmon in food products and 

differentiate their DNA from non-GM salmon using PCR (Debode et al, 2018), which would 

be useful to prevent a similar problem. 

With many other GM livestock in development, the approval and eventual availability on the 

market of AquAdvantage salmon could mark the beginning of more genetically modified 

animals entering the human food chain. Current such examples in development include other 

species of fish, specifically Nile tilapia (Oreochromis niloticus) and rainbow trout 

(Oncorhynchus mykiss), similarly modified for faster growth rates (Rahman et al, 2005; 

Devlin et al, 2001). There have also been studies investigating disease-resistant transgenic 

livestock, namely pigs resistant to Porcine Reproductive Respiratory Syndrome (PRRS) and 

chickens resistant to avian influenza (Burkard et al, 2018; Lyall et al, 2011), and cattle that 

produce milk very similar to human milk, with the aim of being suitable for those with 

lactose intolerance (Yang et al, 2011). All of these examples would carry their own public 

health implications if they were to enter the food chain, but if transgenic salmon can be 

demonstrated to be reliably traced through the food chain, then it would be useful to apply the 

same tracing methods to other GM livestock species in the future. 

The worldwide concept of “farm to fork” (European Commission, 2011) is that all food 

products should be traceable from the point of production to the point of consumption. This is 

reflected in the labelling of the food product and gives power to the consumer to decide for 

themselves what they want or do not want to eat, based on their own preferences, dietary 

choices, or ethical stance. For example, unpasteurised milk is known to carry health risks, but 

the sale of unpasteurised milk is allowed under certain conditions in England and Wales, 

including displaying a health warning on the bottle label (Food Standards Agency, 2017). 

This is not too dissimilar to the issue of transgenic salmon – although many would be 

opposed to consuming the product themselves, those that are happy to buy and eat the 

product have been allowed to make an informed choice when doing so. It may therefore be 

indicated that AquAdvantage salmon should be labelled as a genetically modified food for 

the sake of transparency and the principles of public health. 

Furthermore, calls for better transparency regarding research into GM salmon (Hilbeck et al, 

2015) should be considered. AquaBounty’s website, for example, does not clearly reference 

the FDA environmental assessment that concluded that GM salmon are safe to enter the 

human food chain, and perhaps doing so might be considered prudent. The reports released 

by the FDA have been considered a reliable source of information here (USFDA, 2015), but 

they only report the findings of investigations carried out by the FDA on AquAdvantage 

salmon. It is difficult to ascertain the credibility of these reports without more detailed 

information on the methodologies of their investigations and tests. 

Although producers of GM salmon may be concerned that mandatory labelling regulations 

could harm sales, this may not necessarily be true. A survey of Norwegian shoppers found 

that, although many were distrustful of GM salmon, they would be persuaded to buy it if it 

were the cheaper option to non-GM salmon (Mather, Vikan and Knight, 2016).  

Mallinson et al (2018) considered the GM debate from a sociological aspect, using a survey 

to determine how socio-economic or demographic factors influence acceptance of GM food. 

The results appeared to show that white males with high academic attainments were more 

accepting of GM food than other demographic groups. However, in their discussion, they 

referred to the “white male effect” (Finucane et al, 2000) - a sociological phenomenon where 



782 783

white males tend to view the risk of something to be less than any other demographic group. 

This could skew the results of any survey looking into ‘acceptance’ and may explain these 

results. Crucially, the survey found that emotional responses to the idea of GM food had a far 

greater influence over its acceptance, more than other factors, such as engagement with 

science and trust in governments to properly regulate food. In their discussion, Mallinson 

described the belief in the “sanctity of food” (Mallinson et al, 2018, p.1152). This refers to 

deep-set beliefs held by many, most likely dating back to the Victorian era, that ‘natural food’ 

is inherently better, even superior, to other types of food. 

 

Conclusion 

Throughout this review, the literature does suggest that genetically modified salmon are safe 

to enter the human food chain and, along with the global shift towards aquaculture, could 

result in a net benefit for the environment. 

Nothing in the literature suggests that GM salmon would be harmful to the human consumer, 

but equally there is no evidence that GM salmon provide any benefit to the human consumer 

over non-GM salmon. This may change, however, if the fish were raised on modified diets 

that resulted in meat higher in omega-3 fatty acids than non-GM fish. There are advantages 

and disadvantages to farming GM fish over commercial fishing, but with suitable systems in 

place, it would be expected that the advantages outweigh the disadvantages. From a public 

health perspective, new labelling guidelines will improve transparency of GMO-derived food 

products, so consumers can make informed choices on whether to buy them once they have 

entered the food chain. 

However, even with the volume of positive scientific evidence, opposition to GM salmon and 

other GMOs still exists, so many people will still feel that they should not be on the market, 

and that the FDA’s decision was a poor one. This opposition tends to stem from a negative 

emotional response to the very concept of genetic modification, and often less due to 

ignorance of scientific evidence (Mallinson et al). Because of this, changing the perspectives 

of those opposed to GM salmon will not be as straightforward as simply improving scientific 

communication and raising awareness of the benefits of GM foods. Instead, it would depend 

on tackling deep-rooted beliefs about food itself and challenging our emotional, instinctual 

responses to new technologies, which is a deeply complex issue. 
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During my time as a Modern Languages student I have often been asked, mostly 
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Colombia: Abortion as a constitutional right, aligned with the implementation of the 2016 Peace Ac-
cord

Ami Houlbrook

The 2006 legislation that decriminalised abortion in the first trimester in cases of rape, threat to the mother’s 

life, and non-viable foetus, was a landmark recognition of women’s reproductive rights as human rights, and 

thus constitutional rights which are fundamental to the democracy of Colombia.1 A priority for Colombia in 

the coming year is the implementation of the Peace Accord; in which ‘special attention’ is paid to ‘the funda-

mental rights of women’.2 Thus, through categorising legal and safe abortion as an essential women’s right, 

established in the 1991 constitution, I contend it should be prioritised for the coming year. Since 2006, the 

prevalence of unsafe abortion has not decreased, and women still face many obstacles in obtaining safe abor-

tion even if it is under legal circumstances.3 I will discuss the various reasons as to why the 2006 law has not 

produced significant changes in levels of unsafe abortion, and why, with reference to the 1991 constitution 

and the 2016 peace accord, full legalisation of abortion in the first trimester is paramount to women’s rights, 

and human rights. The current nature of the law must change to ensure that the focus on women’s rights in 

the peace accord is actualised fully, through recognition of the larger issues that harm women in Colombian 

society. In 2007 Mexico City (CDMX) fully legalised abortion in the first trimester; which will be used as a 

point of reference, arguing that Colombia has the suitable characteristics to facilitate liberalisation of abortion 

laws. Whilst I acknowledge the larger societal attitudes, largely steeped in the Catholic faith, that are part of 

the issue, I will focus on three tangible changes that can be made in the laws of Colombia, that may contribute 

towards a more accepting societal notion of abortion. Alongside legalisation in the first trimester, healthcare 

and sexual and reproductive education must be reformed to fully implement legalisation and address the issues 

it seeks to tackle.

In spite of the 2006 legislation, Médicos sin Fronteras (Doctors without Borders) reported in 2019 that 

unsafe abortion continues to be one of the five principle causes of maternal mortality in Colombia.4 Multiple 

reports have suggested that since 2006 women who have sought abortions in the new legal circumstance have 

faced unnecessary delays or have been altogether denied their legal access to the procedure.5 Zampas and Gher 

1  C. Zampas, J. M. Gher, ‘Abortion as a Human Right: International and Regional Standards’, Human Rights Law Review, 
8.2, (2008), 249-294 (p. 292).
2  Colombia, Final agreement for The Termination of The Conflict and the Construction of a Stable and Lasting Peace, 
trans. by A. D. Houlbrook (La Habana: Colombia, 2016), pp. 2-3.
3  A. C. González-Vélez, C. Melo-Arévalo, J. Martínez-Londoño, ‘Eliminating Abortion from Criminal Law in Colombia: 
A Just Cause’, Health and Human Rights Journal, 21.2, (2019), 85-96 (p. 87).
4  Médicos Sin Fronteras, Unsafe abortion, women at risk: Limitations on access to voluntary termination of pregnancy in 
Colombia, (2019), trans. by A. D. Houlbrook <https://www.msf.es/sites/default/files/documents/msf-informe-ive-colombia.pdf> 
[accessed 17 January 2020], (p. 4).
5  A. Kulczycki, ‘Abortion in Latin America: changes in practice, growing conflict, and recent policy 
developments’, Studies in Family Planning, 42.3, (2011), 199-220 (p. 209).

suggest that research in abortion legality indicates that there is a ‘strong correlation between abortion legality 

and abortion safety’, therefore the restrictive aspect to the 2006 partial decriminalisation has only continued 

the trend of women resorting to unsafe, ‘clandestine’ abortions, with threat to their lives.6 Additionally, a 2011 

report maintains that the legal restrictions placed on abortion laws do not result in its elimination, but push 

it ‘underground, making it less safe’.7 The current state of clandestine abortions in Colombia is described as 

‘a medical emergency’: of the estimated 400,000 abortions each year, only 8-10% are in ‘health institutions 

with quality guarantees’, 10% of unsafe abortions cause maternal death, and of the annual 400,000 abortions, 

a third result in some form of complication.8 It is clear that fourteen years after the 2006 partial decriminali-

sation, the safety of women in their reproductive roles is still at risk. In 2006, the case for decriminalisation 

was presented, and won, through the categorisation of abortion as a constitutional right outlined in the 1991 

constitution. However, this categorisation has not been materialised; regarding the fourteen years that have 

passed since the initial partial decriminalisation, and the overall lack of change it has made to the prevalence 

of clandestine abortions, I contend it is necessary for full legalisation to be implemented. The current peace 

process creates an apt atmosphere for focus on liberalisation of abortion law in line with women’s rights and 

gender equality. The amended 2016 peace accord has gender equality at its centre; ‘Gender equality and focus’, 

and a ‘general focus on human rights’.9 Human rights such as the right to privacy, liberty, physical integrity, 

non-discrimination, and health, can all be interpreted as classifying ‘abortion on request’ as a human right.10 

Legalisation would represent a significant movement towards more comprehensive laws that strive for gender 

equality. Through the categorisation of safe, legal abortion as not only a women’s right, but also a human right, 

legalisation is aligned to the principles of the 1991 constitution and the implementation of the peace accord.

The legalisation of abortion in CDMX was largely a result of increasing public support for legalisation, 

categorisation of abortion as a human right, and the largely liberal makeup of Mexico City’s legislature.11 Us-

ing this as a point of reference, it is important to determine whether the same atmosphere is present in Colom-

bia currently. Whilst implementing the peace accord is important, in recognition of the fact that legalisation of 

6  C. Zampas, J. M. Gher, ‘Abortion as a Human Right: International and Regional Standards’, Human 
Rights Law Review, 8.2, (2008), 249-294 (p. 250).
7  E. Prada, S. Singh, L. Remez, C. Villarreal, Unintended Pregnancy and Induced Abortion in Colom-
bia: Causes and Consequences (New York: Guttmacher Institute, 2011), p. 52.
8  Médicos Sin Fronteras, Unsafe abortion, women at risk: Limitations on access to voluntary termi-
nation of pregnancy in Colombia, (2019), trans. by A. D. Houlbrook <https://www.msf.es/sites/default/files/
documents/msf-informe-ive-colombia.pdf> [accessed 17 January 2020], (pp. 5, 11).
9  Colombia, Final agreement for The Termination of The Conflict and the Construction of a Stable 
and Lasting Peace, trans. by A. D. Houlbrook (La Habana: Colombia, 2016), pp. 12, 99.
10  C. Zampas, J. M. Gher, ‘Abortion as a Human Right: International and Regional Standards’, Human 
Rights Law Review, 8.2, (2008), 249-294 (p. 255).
11  G. Kane, ‘Abortion Law Reform in Latin America: Lessons for Advocacy’, Gender and Develop-
ment, 16.2, (2008), 361-375 (p. 368).
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abortion is not specifically stated in the accord, we must determine whether legalisation is plausible in terms of 

gaining not only judicial support, but also public support. A recent report from La Mesa Por la Vida y la Salud 

de las Mujeres (The Table for the Life and Health of Women) indicates an increase in support for the women’s 

right to choose; in 2017, 47% of the public believed abortion to be ‘a woman’s free decision’, 74% agreed it is 

for the women to decide ‘when to have children’. In response to who should have influence on the decision for 

abortion, 62% answered ‘nobody, only the woman’; in comparison to 0.9% answering ‘the State’, and 0.5% 

‘her doctor’.12 Latino Barómetro also shows an increase in support; when answering the question ‘How justi-

fiable is abortion?’, in 2002, 83% answered ‘it is never justified’, which decreased to 54% in 2015.13 In 2007, 

when abortion was legalised in CDMX, 58% of Mexicans answered ‘never justified’,14 a higher percentage 

than that of Colombia in 2015, a number which has likely decreased further. Decision makers in CDMX relied 

greatly on constituents’ opinions on abortion to support passing legalisation;15 a method which can also be 

used in Colombia. The Constitutional Court of Colombia, which passed the 2006 partial decriminalisation,16 

is composed of nine judges, one of which, Alejandro Linares Cantillo, has already proposed full legalisation 

in the first trimester, with two judges already in favour of the proposal, three against, and the remaining three 

undecided.17 The current political climate in Colombia can be gauged through the results of the most recent 

local elections of October 2019. Claudia López, a member of the Alianza Verde, was elected as mayor of Bo-

gotá, considered the most important political role second to the presidency.18 In a debate in the lead up to the 

election, she described abortion as a ‘derecho constitutional’.19 Building upon the definition of abortion as not 

only a human right, but also a constitutional right, in addition to linking it to the women’s rights that are central 

to the peace accord, the movement towards legalisation can be actualised. There is a clear increase in support 

for abortion in Colombian society, and certain members of the Constitutional Court are already demonstrat-

ing their support for legalisation. In comparison to the political atmosphere that facilitated the passing of the 

CDMX 2007 legalisation, many similarities can be drawn that signal Colombian society is currently at a point 

12  La Mesa Por la Vida y la Salud de las Mujeres, Perception survey on voluntary termination of pregnancy: Colombia 
2017, trans. by A. D. Houlbrook (Colombia: La Mesa Por la Vida y la Salud de las Mujeres, 2017), pp. 3-5.
13  Latino Barómetro, Latinobarómetro: Online Analysis: Colombia: 2002, 2015: How justifiable is abortion (2017), trans. 
by A. D. Houlbrook <http://www.latinobarometro.org/latOnline.jsp> [accessed 17 January 2020].
14  Latino Barómetro, Latinobarómetro: Online Analysis: Mexico: 2007: How justifiable is abortion (2007), trans. by A. D. 
Houlbrook <http://www.latinobarometro.org/latOnline.jsp> [accessed 17 January 2020].
15  Kate S Wilson, Sandra G. García, Claudia Díaz Olavarrieta, Aremis Villalobos-Hernández, Jorge Valencia Rodríguez, 
Patricio Sanhueza Smith, Courtney Burks, ‘Public Opinion on Abortion in Mexico City after the Landmark Reform’, Studies in 
Family Planning, 42.3, (2011), 175-182 (p. 176).
16  Alba Ruibal, ‘Movement and counter-movement: a history of abortion law reform and the backlash in Colombia 2006–
2014’, Reproductive Health Matters, 22.44, (2014), 42-51 (p. 42).
17  Ana Cristina Ristrepo Jiménez, Abortion and Inequality (2020), trans. by A. D. Houlbrook <https://www.elcolombiano.
com/opinion/columnistas/aborto-y-desigualdad-LI12293448> [accessed 17 January 2020].
18  Victoria Stunt, Why Bogota’s election of its first female mayor matters for Colombia (2019) <https://qz.com/1740684/
bogotas-election-of-its-first-female-mayor-matters-for-colombia/> [accessed 17 November 2019].
19  Redacción W Radio, The best phrases from Claudia López during the big debate (2019), trans. by A. D. Houlbrook 
<https://www.wradio.com.co/noticias/actualidad/las-mejores-frases-de-claudia-lopez-durante-el-gran-debate/20191024/
nota/3970623.aspx> [accessed 17 January 2020].

where legalisation can be driven through the courts with support of public opinion and political figures. Grant-

ed, opposition from the Catholic Church can be expected, in posing legalisation of abortion as aligned with a 

truly secularist state, as did lawmakers in CDMX, I predict this opposition can be overcome.

To legalise abortion in the first trimester is not the sole legislative change that needs to be enacted to 

fully tackle the gendered and socio-economic issues that it contributes to. The 2006 legislation included a 

clause that addressed the financial barriers some women may face; for poorer women the abortion procedure 

is ‘subsidised by the regional health financing program’.20 In addition to legalisation, subsidisation of the abor-

tion procedure should be continued and expanded as to prevent the legalisation only being for those who can 

afford it. Prada, Singh and Villareal report that in 2009 the gap between poor rural women and other socioeco-

nomic groups in relation to access to post-abortion care had widened in the past decade.21 A 2011 report also 

asserted than in spite of reforms in the health care system, 1 in 5 Colombian women, of which half are ‘poor 

rural women’, do not receive the post-abortion care that they need.22 Reformation and expansion of healthcare 

in addition to legalisation is necessary so as to continue tackling women’s rights across all socio-economic 

groups, and aligning this priority to the implementation of the peace accord. Article 49 of the Colombian 

Constitution states that ‘all people are guaranteed access to services… of health’.23 The 2016 peace accord 

specifies further the inclusion of ‘sexual and reproductive health measures’, emphasising women’s ‘specific 

needs, as well as the risks in their feminine condition’.24 The expansion of health care relating to abortion pro-

cedures and any after care is necessitated by the socioeconomic divide that the current system is producing; 

demonstrated in the disproportionate amount of poor rural women who do not receive the post-abortion care 

they need.

The 2007 bill passed in CDMX required the Ministry of Health to fund all requests for the abortion 

procedure.25 CDMX is not only a suitable point of reference for legalisation, it also demonstrates that it is also 

possible to compel the government to subsidise the procedure. Drawing upon the example of CDMX, with 

consideration of Colombia’s current political atmosphere, it is plausible for funding for the abortion procedure 

and after-care to also be secured in the process of legalisation. In viewing the lack of post-abortion care as 

20  Emilia Ordolis, ‘Lessons from Colombia: Abortion, Equality, and Constitutional Choices’, Canadian Journal of Women 
and the Law, 20.2, (2008), 263-288 (p. 276).
21  Elena Prada, Susheela Singh, Cristina Villarreal, ‘Consequences of Unsafe Abortion on Morbidity and Mortality: Health 
consequences of unsafe abortion in Colombia, 1989–2008’, International Journal of Gynecology and Obstetrics, 118.2, (2012), 
92-98 (p. 94).
22  E. Prada, S. Singh, L. Remez, C. Villarreal, Unintended Pregnancy and Induced Abortion in Colombia: Causes and 
Consequences (New York: Guttmacher Institute, 2011), p. 36.
23  Colombia, Political constitution of Colombia Updated with the Legislative Acts as of 2015, trans. by A. D. Houlbrook 
(Bogotá: Colombia, 1991), p. 21.
24  Colombia, Final agreement for The Termination of The Conflict and the Construction of a Stable and Lasting Peace, 
trans. by A. D. Houlbrook (La Habana: Colombia, 2016), pp. 24, 91.
25  G. Kane, ‘Abortion Law Reform in Latin America: Lessons for Advocacy’, Gender and Development, 16.2, (2008), 361-
375 (p. 362).
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aligned with socio-economic issues for women, largely in rural areas, funding for healthcare provisions is in 

agreement with the gendered and rural issues the peace accord aims to tackle. However, economic advantages 

can also be discussed in support of legalisation and funding; it is estimated that approximately $44 million was 

spent on care for complications arising from unsafe, clandestine abortions in 2012.26 Clandestine abortions 

and the complications that arise from them are not only a significant burden for women, specifically those in 

poorer, rural areas, but also a burden on the healthcare system of Colombia. The cost of treating incomplete 

abortions in CDMX in 2005, before legalisation, was between $32 to $69; Colombia, which is ‘economically 

comparable’ maintains a generally higher cost of treating complications than other developing countries. In 

2012, the median direct cost for treating complications was $44 to $141 in Colombia.27 In comparing this to 

CDMX we can further the notion that Colombia holds some of the same characteristics that drove the 2007 

CDMX legalisation of abortion, which was described as a ‘cost-effective strategy’.28 As it did in CDMX, 

treatment of complications poses an economic burden for the Colombian family, and for the government. In 

addition to outlining the provision of subsidised abortion, and post-abortion care, as a constitutional right, and 

aligned with the implementation of the peace accord, there is also clear economic advantages to be seen on 

both the personal and national scale for legalisation and subsidisation. 

To ensure that legalisation of abortion succeeds in stemming the number of women who turn to clan-

destine and unsafe abortion methods, reformation of education in relation to sex and abortion must go along-

side it. The 2006 ruling stipulated educational reform for abortion to be included in national sex education 

curriculum; however, in 2014 this mandate had not yet been fully implemented.29 The lack of education about 

abortion is reflected in a 2017 report, which states that 56% of women have received information about abor-

tion in ‘the media’, in comparison to 51% having received information in ‘an educational institution’.30 Sex 

education in Colombia is described as ‘medieval’, and one of the main ‘causes of the country’s high teen preg-

nancy rates’.31 A member of the Chamber of Representatives of Colombia, Simón Gaviria, asserted that the 

high rate of adolescent pregnancy is ‘one of the main generating causes of poverty in the country’.32 Efforts to 

26  Elena Prada, Isaac Maddow- Zimet, Fatima Juarez, ‘The Cost of Postabortion Care and Legal Abortion In Colom-
bia’, International Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 39.3, (2013), 114-123 (p. 118).
27  Elena Prada, Isaac Maddow- Zimet, Fatima Juarez, ‘The Cost of Postabortion Care and Legal Abortion In Colom-
bia’, International Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 39.3, (2013), 114-123 (p. 120).
28  María Luisa Sánchez Fuentes, Jennifer Paine, Brook Elliott-Buettner, ‘The decriminalisation of abortion in Mexico City: 
how did abortion rights become a political priority?’, Gender & Development, 16.2, (2008), 345-360 (p. 356).
29 Ever David Mier Corpas, ‘Reflections and data on abortion in Colombia’, Criterio Jurídico, 14.2, (2014), trans. by A. D. 
Houlbrook, 65-84 (p. 80).
30  La Mesa Por la Vida y la Salud de las Mujeres, Perception survey on voluntary termination of pregnancy: Colombia 
2017, trans. by A. D. Houlbrook (Colombia: La Mesa Por la Vida y la Salud de las Mujeres, 2017), p. 6.
31  Alexandra Jolly, Taboos and ‘medieval’ sex education main causes of Colombia’s soaring teen pregnancy rate: Schol-
ar (2014) <https://colombiareports.com/sex-education-taboos-colombia/> [accessed 17 January 2020].
32  El Espectador: Política, Anti-Pregnancy in Adolescents and Sexually Transmitted Diseases Act (2012), trans. by A. 
D. Houlbrook <https://www.elespectador.com/noticias/politica/ley-contra-embarazo-adolescentes-y-enfermedades-de-tran-
articulo-385849> [accessed 17 January 2020].

reform sex education have been strongly opposed and impeded by the efforts of the Catholic Church in Colom-

bia. The 1991 Constitution outlines that ‘no person may be forced to receive religious education’;33 therefore, 

the imposition of the church in matters regarding education could be seen as in contention with this constitu-

tional right. Moreover, the right to ‘comprehensive and non-discriminatory sexuality education’ is protected 

by several human rights agreements;34 classifying it as a human right. Additionally, the peace accord commits 

to the ‘strengthening of education’.35 To legalise abortion would be insufficient to fully address the issues of 

pregnancy and clandestine, unsafe abortion; therefore, additional reformation of sex education to include edu-

cation on contraception, and information on the legality and availability of abortion must go alongside it. The 

need for comprehensive, reformed sex education instead of the current ‘medieval’ format is demonstrated in 

reports of women who are unaware of their reproductive rights, and the prevalence of adolescent pregnancy. 

To view sex education as party to the rights outlined in the 1991 Constitution and the 2016 Peace Accord fur-

thers the argument that this must be implemented in addition to legalisation.

The 2007 CDMX bill also required the government to commit to family planning services, and imple-

ment comprehensive sexual education.36 Similarly to funding, this aspect of the 2007 CDMX bill is evidential 

of the necessity and the prospect of reformed sex education being introduced in addition to the initial legalisa-

tion. As of 2010, three years after legalisation, 41,000 women had received legal abortions in public hospitals 

and clinics in CDMX,37 in comparison to the estimated 322 legal abortions in health facilities performed in 

Colombia annually,38 in spite of the partial decriminalisation of 2006. A study in Bogotá reports a direct cor-

relation between deficiency in knowledge of contraception and the risk of adolescent pregnancy.39 Moreover, 

poorer women in rural areas are more likely to be unaware of the partial decriminalisation, or that it would be 

free of cost; leading to some women paying for the service at a private clinic, or turning to clandestine abortion 

thinking they could not afford the legal procedure.40 With reference to the number of abortions that have been 

performed in CDMX since legalisation, to follow their method of implementing comprehensive and reformed 

33  Colombia, Political constitution of Colombia Updated with the Legislative Acts as of 2015, trans. by A. D. Houlbrook 
(Bogotá: Colombia, 1991), p. 24.
34  United Nations Population Fund, Comprehensive Sexuality Education: Advancing Human Rights, Gender Equality and 
Improved Sexual and Reproductive Health (New York: United Nations Population Fund, 2010), p. 11.
35  Colombia, Final agreement for The Termination of The Conflict and the Construction of a Stable and Lasting Peace, 
trans. by A. D. Houlbrook (La Habana: Colombia, 2016), p. 190.
36  G. Kane, ‘Abortion Law Reform in Latin America: Lessons for Advocacy’, Gender and Development, 16.2, (2008), 361-
375 (p. 368).
37 Kate S Wilson, Sandra G. García, Claudia Díaz Olavarrieta, Aremis Villalobos-Hernández, Jorge Valencia Rodríguez, Patricio 
Sanhueza Smith, Courtney Burks, ‘Public Opinion on Abortion in Mexico City after the Landmark Reform’, Studies in Family 
Planning, 42.3, (2011), 175-182 (p. 175).
38 E. Prada, S. Singh, L. Remez, C. Villarreal, Unintended Pregnancy and Induced Abortion in Colombia: Causes and Conse-
quences (New York: Guttmacher Institute, 2011), p. 52.
39 Lina Sofía Morón-Duarte, Catalina Latorre, José Rafael Tovar, ‘Risk factors for adolescent pregnancy in Bogotá, Colombia, 
2010: a case-control study’, Revista Panamericana de Salud Pública, 36.3, (2014), 179-184 (p. 182).
40 Bianca M. Stifani, Laura Gil Urbano, Ana Cristina Gonzalez Velez, Cristina Villarreal Velásquez, ‘Abortion as a human right: The 
struggle to implement the abortion law in Colombia’, International Journal of Gynecology Obstetrics, 143.4, (2018), 12-18 (p. 14).
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sex education is necessary in addition to legalisation in order to yield the most positive results. In agreement 

with the suggestions of the 2011 report, that advises reformation of sex education in schooling to provide 

young people with the ‘knowledge and skills they need to protect their reproductive health and receive the 

services they have a right to use’;41 reformed sex education must accompany legalisation. Without compre-

hensive knowledge of the legalisation, the issues that the 2006 bill failed to solve in its implementation will 

continue to persist. These issues, as discussed, can manifest in an economic burden on personal and national 

levels, and is contradictory to the women’s, human, educational, and health rights outlined in the 1991 con-

stitution and central to the peace accord. To legalise abortion would be insufficient to fully address the issues 

of adolescent pregnancy and clandestine, unsafe abortion; therefore additional reformation of sex education 

to include education on contraception, and information on the legality and availability of abortion must go 

alongside legalisation and subsidised procedures.

The implementation of the peace accord is a priority for 2020, however the legalisation of abortion, 

is a matter that predates the accord, is linked to the 1991 Constitution, and is incentivised by the prevalence 

of adolescent pregnancies, and maternal complications and deaths. Whilst implementing the peace accord is 

important in Colombia, the other issues that persist in Colombian society must not be forgotten. The fourteen 

years that have gone by since the 2006 partial decriminalisation have seen little changes made to the rate of 

maternal mortality, thus a change to the law must be enacted to tackle the issue. To legalise would not be 

sufficient to actualise real change; healthcare and education must accompany this as priorities so as to capi-

talise and drive the change legalisation can make. The transition from conflict to peace, must be accompanied 

with the establishment of an equal, non-discriminatory society in Colombia, of which the full recognition of 

women’s sexual and reproductive rights as human rights is necessary. Legalisation in Colombia would set a 

positive example, following that of CDMX, to Latin America in favour of reforming abortion laws to champi-

on women’s rights and equality internationally. As discussed, with the example of CDMX, the makeup of the 

Constitutional Court, the increase in public support for abortion, the economic advantages, and the election 

of politicians who support abortion as a human right, the current atmosphere of Colombia makes the country 

predisposed for the legalisation of abortion. To have legalisation of abortion as a priority for the coming year 

in Colombia is to prioritise not only an important change, but also an achievable one. 

41 E. Prada, S. Singh, L. Remez, C. Villarreal, Unintended Pregnancy and Induced Abortion in Colombia: Causes and Conse-
quences (New York: Guttmacher Institute, 2011), p. 59.
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An ‘Alternative’ for Germany? Defining the AfD’s conception of ‘Kultur’ through qualitative critical 
discourse analysis of usage in material produced for the 2017 Bundestagswahl.

 Ewan Thomas-Colquhoun

Since founding in 2013, Germany’s right wing populist party Alternative for Germany (AfD) has presented 

itself as the only alternative to the country’s ‘old, established parties’, understood here as the Christian Dem-

ocratic Union, together with the Christian Social Union in Bavaria (CDU/CSU) and the Social Democratic 

Party of Germany (SPD), who have managed to largely dominate the political landscape since the establish-

ment of the German Federal Republic in 1949. This ambition manifests itself on numerous levels; as has been 

found in studies comparing the AfD’s policy and ideological positions with those of Germany’s other parties 

using datasets from the Manifesto Project on Political Representation (MARPOR), the party differentiates 

itself from all others on at least 65% of issues. The assumption made by this analysis and many other political 

commentators is that the AfD is a radical party, positioned too far from the consensus of the centre to form 

working coalitions with other political parties.  As the party increasingly disturbs the electoral mathematics, 

however, political commentators and politicians themselves have begun to posit that in future a coalition with 

the AfD could in certain circumstances be the only way out of political deadlock. It is important to remember, 

however, that policy positions only tell part of the story. Whilst they offer practical problems, they do not in 

themselves display the party’s understanding of politics, rather they are an expression of how the party intends 

to act based on this unstated understanding. 

This essay is an attempt to look beyond policy positions, therefore, and, using methods of critical dis-

course analysis (CDA), interrogate how the AfD understands core issues of German politics in comparison to 

the parties of the centre. For brevity, this exploration will focus only on the word ‘Kultur’ as used by the AfD 

rather than a wider discourse. This does not limit the value of this research, however; as commentators have 

pointed out, culture has become a central issue for the AfD in their attempts to gain popularity in state and 

national elections, and could be a crucial battleground in elections to come. This understanding of how the 

AfD uses ‘Kultur’ can, therefore, offer a critical insight into the central issues this essay aims to investigate: 

the extent to which the party really can be considered a ‘radical’ alternative, and how likely consensus could 

be found on this topic between the AfD and the parties of the governing grand coalition with a view on the 

implications this could have on future coalition building.

This essay will offer an ostensive definition of the term ‘Kultur’ in the discourse of the AfD through 

qualitative critical discourse analysis (CDA) of its usage in the party’s materials produced for the 2017 Ger-

man Bundestag election and press releases made by party members in the lead up to this election. Subsequent 

comparison with a similarly ostensive definition offered by the parties of the governing grand coalition will 

allow an assessment of how this understanding of ‘Kultur’ relates to the current majority political consensus. 

‘Ostensive’ here is understood by its definition as offered in the Dictionary of Philosophical Knowl-

edge: ‘a  definition that  furnishes  an  expression  with  meaning  by  pointing  out,  or otherwise  indicating, 

exemplary,  or  paradigmatic  instances  of  objects  that  the  expression  applies  to’.  This definition of ‘Kultur’ 

will take the form of usage examples, rather than offering an ‘intentional’ definition - an explanation of what 

characteristics are required by an object to fall under this definition. This allows descriptive analysis, saying 

how the term ‘Kultur’ is used by the AfD, rather than prescribing how it ‘should be used’ by them. This fits 

with the preferred theory behind the analysis of this essay: CDA. By describing usage, the term is understood 

in context of a wider discourse, which both forms the meaning of this term and is formed by it. Whilst the 

‘critical’ nature of this type of analysis is understood differently by varying proponents of CDA, this essay 

will criticise language use as a ‘social practice’ in keeping with the theories of Fairclough and Wodak. This 

allows ‘Kultur’ to be understood in relation to existing social structures and discourses in German society and 

can lead to broader conclusions relating the use of language to the party’s ideology and their intentions for 

shaping discourse and society. 

Important for placing this term within societal discourse is a foundational understanding of existing 

definitions and usages of ‘Kultur’ within German political discourse. As such, this essay understands ‘Kultur’ 

in terms of the three definitions of public discourse as offered by Martin Sökefeld.  From early ethnologist 

Johann Herder, the first understanding is of ‘Kultur’ as ‘Kultiviertheit’ (cultured/sophistication), a normative 

term which prescribes certain attributes of education and refinement when used. The second understands ‘Kul-

tur’ as the ‘inborn habitus’ particular to certain groups, which includes creative and intellectual output, which 

is ‘internally homogenous and externally distinct […] a whole which creates a community’ – descriptive in 

theory but often normative in usage, as it prescribes onto groups certain characteristics. The final understand-

ing is of ‘Kultur’ as a continuity of the ‘the universal human capacity for understanding and communication’, 

stemming from the theory of cultural plurality.  Importantly, these definitions will not be used as criteria 

against which to measure the usage of Kultur in this essay. As stated before, the definition offered is ostensive, 

and ascribing uses of ‘Kultur’ to predefined categories damages the open ended and descriptive nature of this 

definition type. Instead, these definitions are to be used as a means of orienting analysis and starting point from 

which comparative analysis can flow. 

The choice of corpus design is crucial also to the analysis offered. The choice to limit texts to those 

produced for the German Bundestag election of 2017 was made to keep the number of data sources man-
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ageable and focus on texts designed as an active appeal to voters. Such texts are designed to both inform 

and, crucially, persuade, allowing analysis to reveal the themes and ideas that the AfD deems important to 

potential voters, more than just their own supporters and party members. The AfD corpus used for this re-

search contains 86,620 words and is made up of the election manifesto, basic party manifesto as well as all 

the press releases published to the official AfD website, www.afd.de, between the publishing of their election 

manifesto on the 23rd of April 2017 and the day of the election on the 27th of September. Whilst the texts are 

entirely ‘authentic’, published either by or with explicit consent of the party, the selection has been limited 

to those deemed viable for this project and so cannot be considered  representative of all texts produced by 

the AfD. As Mautner points out, however, ‘cherry picked’ samples need not be considered necessarily less 

valuable for analysis; they allow a specific area to be looked at in detail allowing for streamlined analysis. 

 Important, however, is acknowledging the non-representative nature of such corpora and adjusting analytical 

methods accordingly. As such, analysis in this essay is qualitative, focusing on semantic preference and avoid-

ing quantitative methods such as measuring statistical importance. 

The corpus used for a comparative definition, the Mitte Corpus, contains 76,704 terms and compris-

es the coalition agreement signed by the governing CDU/CSU and SPD in 2013 and speeches produced by 

Monika Grütters, head of the State Ministry for Culture and Media (SKM), within the 18th legislative peri-

od. Monika Grütters, as head of the SKM, presents the official line of the government on matters relating to 

culture. As such, her language usage embodies the political principles the AfD is attempting to provide an 

alternative to. Through comparison, therefore, it can be discovered what exactly the AfD’s alternative entails. 

The actions of the SKM are also informed by the coalition government and so the policy of this department 

represents an aggregate position of Germany’s centrist parties. As such, the name ‘Mitte Corpus’ understands 

the ‘Mitte’ as a concept spatially, as the centre between the positions of the parties, rather than from a more 

theoretical standpoint. By comparing the AfD’s usage of ‘Kultur’ with the consensus definition from this cor-

pus, therefore, an answer as to how radical the AfD truly is can be approached. Finally, the temporal overlap 

of these texts necessarily creates a discourse overlap, with the AfD and Grütters having to interact with each 

other’s discourses. Analysing how these discourses interact and overlap will be crucial for an assessment of 

how likely a consensus could be found on ‘Kultur’ and how this affects possible coalition building. 

Within the AfD Corpus of 86,620 words, the morpheme ‘Kultur’ was used 179 times. Of these uses, 

‘Kultur’, in its root form as a noun, was used 56 times, with the majority of them, 26 uses, being in the nomina-

tive case. Analysis was carried out by hand and using Sketch Engine as a search tool to identify part of speech 

and frequent collocations for these terms. This essay’s analysis focusses only on these 56 uses of ‘Kultur’ as 

a root noun and on the most frequent verb and adjective collocations, methods well established within both 

CDA and computational linguistics. These particular methods were chosen as they allow for an investigation 

of the semantic field created and, when viewed from a critical perspective, they can be used for an assessment 

of the dispositive of this discourse - an interrogation of how authors through ‘assignments of meaning create 

reality’. 

 The first analysis carried out on ‘Kultur’ focussed on the frequent verb collocations across all cases 

which have been listed in Figure 1. Analysis of ‘Kultur’ as the nominative agent of the sentence presents a 

neutral-appearing semantic field, featuring verbs used mainly used for describing the qualities of ‘Kultur’. 

Whilst inanimate nouns are less likely to have agency, the almost total lack here, the exception being one 

use of ‘bringen’ (to bring), shows ‘Kultur’ as undynamic within AfD discourse. Arguably, therefore, the AfD 

 NOM 5 

bringen 1 

darstellen 1 

sein  3 

ACC 11 

erhalten 2 

konzentrieren 1 

missbrauchen 1 

schützen 1 

verachten 1 

verstehen 1 

verteidigen 1 

verwässern 1 

weiterentwickeln 1 

zerstören 1 

GEN 4 

abwenden 1 

gleichstellen 1 

  

opfern 1 

richten 1 

DAT 0 

Figure 1: ‘Kultur’ Verb Collocations 
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conceives of culture as fixed, an object that is pre-established and unchangeable. This is reinforced when the 

term is examined in context: ‘Cultures, languages and national identities have emerged through centuries of 

historical development’. ‘Emerged’, in the perfect tense, denotes a completed process and so demonstrates 

how ‘Kultur’, for the AfD, is the culmination of the habitus from the past, rather than an expression of active 

processes. This can help an understanding of the AfD’s usage of Kultur as normative; implicitly cultures must 

be fixed and established over a long period of time to fall into AfD usage.   

As significant as identifying the normative aspect of Kultur is the semantic field created by these verbs 

which collocate it. There is a clear opposition between verbs depicting the care or maintaining of existing 

‘Kultur’ (to preserve ‘erhalten’, to protect ‘schützen’, to defend ‘verteidigen’, to further develop ‘weiter-

entwickeln’) and those verbs which describe the process of damage (to misuse ‘missbrauchen’, to despise ‘ve-

rachten’, to dilute ‘verwässern’, to destroy ‘zerstören’). This semantic field is one of violence; there is a clear 

threat of destruction to the established order and a corresponding requirement to defend it. This strengthens the 

interpretation that the AfD views cultures as ‘fixed’ with a prescribed set of characteristics, there is no neutral 

discussion of cultural change but rather a negative value judgement calling this a ‘dilution’. This discourse 

also feeds a crisis narrative for those reading the text, whose action is required to protect that which ostensibly 

belongs to them - their culture.  Drawing on the concept from CDA that authors inform and are informed by 

societal discourse, a logical argument suggests that the combative semantic field of this text corpus reflects 

the language surrounding the refugee crisis, which journalists at the Berliner Morgenpost found to be the most 

important topic to Germans in the run up to this election. By evoking this language of crisis, the AfD could 

co-opt the existing sense of urgency and change the message in line with their goals. This new message can be 

interpreted when the subjects of the verbs in this second list, which talks of damage to ‘Kultur’ are also listed: 

Thomas de Maizière ‘exploits German culture for electoral purposes’, Manfred Weber ‘destroys European 

culture’, Angela Merkel ‘dilutes our culture and the constitutional status of marriage’ and Islamic refugees 

‘despise us and our liberal culture’. The prevalence of politicians within the CDU/CSU within this group is 

important; by evoking the discourse of crisis, whilst discussing the party they are opposing in the election, the 

two are conflated – the CDU/CSU become the party of the crisis. The dispositive of this is clear, the combative 

semantic field makes the CDU/CSU an enemy and the crisis talk gives the reader of these texts the urgency to 

vote against them in the election. 

The dichotomy the AfD creates in discourse between combative sides can be further explored through the 21 

adjectival modifiers to ‘Kultur’ in its root form, as displayed in Figure 2. Indeed, even out of context, the nor-

mative nature of this term can be witnessed within this semantic field. Here ‘Kultur’ is understood as a posses-

sion owned by an in-group - those people who are ‘Christian’, ‘German’ and ‘European’, and place value in the 

concept of the ‘the West’. As such, it could be argued that the AfD is using this term in keeping with the usage in 

comparative sociology, which understands culture as belonging to and being formed by certain social groups 

who share common communication with one another. The connotations of these terms, however, particularly 

in an historical context, take the meaning further than the neutral comparative perspective used in sociology. 

The conflation of the adjectives ‘European’, ‘German’ and ‘Western’ places the discourse within a Eurocentric 

and national-centred context, which understands ‘Kultur’ as the possession of an in-group of Germans and 

Europeans, which as identities are interchangeable, but logically necessitate the construction of an out-group 

of non-Europeans whose identities are, therefore, antithetical. The repeated use of ‘Western’ also carries im-

portant connotations in the context of historic German political discourse. Used in different contexts from 

Spengler’s The Decline of the West, which calls for racist violence to protect a European ‘high-culture’, to 

Adenauer’s speeches of the 1950s calling for greater European solidarity, the term can be interpreted in differ-

ing ways.   Nevertheless, the commonality between these usages is the call to defend sets of values described 

as ‘traditional’, ‘Christian’ and ‘European’ and an evocation of European exceptionalism as worth protecting 

and promoting. 

This ideology can be clearly viewed if these usage examples are analysed in wider context. In a press 

release from Beatrix von Storch titled Weber is destroying European culture rather than defending it she ar-

 

MODIFIERS OF KULTUR 21 
CHRISTLICH-
ABENDLÄNDISCH 

4 

DEUTSCH 4 
ABENDLÄNDISCH 2 
EUROPÄISCH 2 
UNTRENNBAR 1 
HUMANISTISCH 1 
GEWACHSEN 1 
CHRISTLICH 1 
EINHEIMISCH 1 
FREIHEITLICH 1 
DEMOKRATISCH 1 
EIGEN 1 
ANDER 1 

Figure 2: Modifiers of ‘Kultur’ 
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gues: 

‘Yes, there is - despite all national particularities - a European guiding culture. But you don’t have to 

invent, construct or build it, as Weber contends. Our European guiding culture is based on the foun-

dations of our common canon of values - the three hills Golgotha, Acropolis and Capitol. That 

is the foundation of our Western culture. Islam is recognisably incompatible with this culture.’ 

 

Here the juxtaposition of in- and out-groups is made explicit: Europeans do not just grammatically possess 

‘Kultur’ but also are directly stated as owning it as a ‘leading culture’. The out-group is also clearly defined 

– those of the Islamic faith.  In this regard, the idea of a ‘Christian-western leading culture’ is more in line 

with the second definition from Sökefeld; that ‘Kultur’, in certain usages, insinuates ‘Kultiviertheit’ with the 

propensity to lead others based on culture inferring this superiority.  These conclusions can be helped by inter-

preting the dispositive of this text in which two important influences on political discourse can be observed. 

Firstly, a clear dichotomy between Christian Europeans/Germans and Muslims as groups of people who are 

culturally ‘incompatible’ is repeatedly stated and, therefore, normalised within the AfD’s discourse. Secondly, 

the individuals who fall into the in-group are empowered, and by nature of their ‘Kultiviertheit’ they are given 

cultural authority over those who do not belong to this in-group. From this CDA perspective, therefore, a clear 

power imbalance can be interpreted, between the Germans who are given an active role in shaping German 

culture, and the Muslims who necessarily must follow. 

With reference to the electoral ambitions of the AfD, the most straightforward way to interpret this 

clear delineation of in- and out- groups is that the AfD are appealing to voters through identity politics. The 

AfD has defined a core voter base they are appealing to, those people who define themselves using the adjec-

tives listed above, and is inferring a sense of ‘Kultiviertheit’ onto this group to unite them behind the party. 

The power imbalance also makes sense within this context, empowering this group within discourse creates 

the association that the party will empower them in practice – giving this defined in-group a clear reason to 

turn out and vote for the AfD. 

To conclude, verbal collocations and adjectival modifiers to ‘Kultur’ used by the AfD create a term 

which is normative, describing that which belongs to the Christian and German conception of society as 

‘Kultur’ and necessarily creating an out-group, who are explicitly defined as Muslims. These usages create a 

semantic field which is combative and, through reference to the existing discourses of crises within German 

society, create a linguistic association of crisis around individuals in the CDU/CSU - their opponents within 

this election. Finally, by conflating the prevalent definitions of Kultur as a shared Habitus of a group, and 

Kultur as ‘Kultiviertheit’ the creation of the German/Christian in-group empowers individuals who fall into it, 

giving them a superior political identity. This sends voters tangible reasons to support the AfD – they are the 

party that can empower Christian Germans to defend their culture against the crisis ridden CDU/CSU and the 

Muslims, who are a threat to it by their very nature.

 

 The Mitte Corpus contained 333 uses of Kultur as a morpheme, of which 89 uses were as the root 

form noun. Analysing adjective and verb collocations of this noun, some large differences become clear from 

the outset. Here there is an almost opposite frequency distribution of usage as a verb subject and object as 

compared to the AfD. Whilst ‘Kultur’ is understood as largely passive in AfD discourse, here ‘Kultur’ is fa-

voured as a nominative subject of a verb, and so can be understood as a dynamic actor within this discourse 

(see Figure 3). The most frequent collocated verb was ‘sein’ (to be) and whilst in and of itself ‘sein’ cannot be 

considered a dynamic verb, analysing its usage in context, displays two clear roles ascribed to ‘Kultur’ which 

establish it as a dynamic actor. The first understands culture as an economic investment and opportunity for 

growth, as shown by this quote from Monika Grütters: ‘Such a culture is not the result of economic growth; 

it is rather the precondition for it’.1 In this regard, the SKM seems to have a very different understanding for 

‘Kultur’ as an active agent, as a prerequisite for economic growth, through investment it has positive effects on 

Germany’s economics. This is significant: contrary to the AfD’s usage of ‘Kultur’, here it has a dynamic role 

1‚Eine solche Kultur ist eben nicht das Ergebnis des Wirtschaftswachstums; sie ist vielmehr dessen Voraussetzung‘  
Monika Grütters, Kultur ist mehr als alles andere ein Wert an sich , <https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/aktuelles/kultur-ist-
mehr-als-alles-andere-ein-wert-an-sich-782452> [accessed 19/01/2020] (German Bundestag: 29/01/2014)

 

Verb Collocations 'Kultur'   
NOM 23 
sein 10 
spielen 1 
dürfen 1 
müssen 1 
gedeihen 1 
haben 2 
können 1 
bauen  1 
öffnen 1 
eröffnen 1 
machen 1 
umfassen 1 
beitragen 1 
ACC 2 
bestärken 1 
etablieren 1 

Figure 3: Verb Collocations with ‘Kultur’ in Mitte Corpus 

https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/aktuelles/kultur-ist-mehr-als-alles-andere-ein-wert-an-sich-782452
https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/aktuelles/kultur-ist-mehr-als-alles-andere-ein-wert-an-sich-782452
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and can positively shape the future - a strong contrast to the idea of a fixed established ‘Kultur’ which requires 

protecting. Indeed, the semantic field of ‘Kultur’ as requiring protection is entirely missing within this list. 

The second combination of ‘Kultur is’ falls into the idea of ‘Kultur’ as an ‘Expression of humanity’, 

which connects all people and so therefore can be used as a means for integrating immigrants into German so-

ciety:2‘Culture is in many respects our strongest engine of integration. I am convinced: Culture opens worlds.’ 

3The metaphor here is also relevant for this interpretation; ‘Kultur’ as a motor is a driving force towards the 

future. The lack of creation of a distinct in- and out- group paradigm within this discourse is a further fun-

damental difference, here ‘Kultur’ is the bridge between separate groups of people, rather than keeping them 

separate - sharing the definition preferred by Sökefeld as ‘Kultur’ being a by-product of being human. 

Similar to the AfD, however, this use of ‘Kultur’ can be understood as a response to the crisis discourse 

around the refugee crisis. As the government presiding over and endorsing a ‘Wilkommenskultur’ (‘welcome 

culture’) for refugees entering Germany, it makes sense that their discourse does not reflect the discourse of 

division and crisis that permeates the AfD’s usage. For good electoral results, it is expedient for the parties 

held responsible for this policy to portray the positive effects of it; ‘Kultur’ as shared by Germans and migrants 

alike is positive and can build a better future (to build ‘bauen’, to make/do ‘machen’). The dispositive of this 

discourse is important to consider. By combining these two understandings of ‘Kultur’ together the ideas 

become conflated; culture as an investment and culture as integration become one and the same and promote 

the idea that integration represents a potential for economic growth. Whilst a coalition government cannot 

be considered as running in an election, this discourse can nevertheless be understood as an appeal to voters. 

As a government in the business of running a country, social cohesion is essential for the smooth functioning 

of institutions and so it is understandable that the ‘Kultur’ definition has been cast so broadly. ‘Kultur’, as a 

catch-all definition, attempts to help every group within society feel included and fortify this social cohesion. 

In this sense the discourse displayed in the AfD Corpus and that of the Mitte Corpus are at fundamen-

tally opposing positions on a spectrum. The AfD use ‘Kultur’ as a normative term to isolate groups within 

society, giving their defined group of Christian Germans an identity, which is simultaneously empowered and 

fed crisis discourse in order to create a sense of emergency to defend this empowerment. At the other end of 

the spectrum, the Mitte Corpus feeds a positive message of the ability of ‘Kultur’ to power both immigra-

tion and the economy in an attempt to bind society together. The implications for finding a consensus on the 

topic of ‘Kultur’ between one of these parties and the AfD, therefore, are negative – the dispositive of the 

discourses are opposing and incompatible. The effect of this on coalition building is important to interpret 

but not overstate. ‘Kultur’ as an area is clearly important for all parties, but there are myriad areas in which 

similarities could be found; further research on different areas of discourse is needed to assess the likelihood 

of an AfD coalition with these parties. The historical aspect of this research is also important to underline; this 

discourse analysis suggests a coalition with the AfD following the 2017 election is unlikely, but not that this 

cannot change. Indeed, as this essay shows, discourses are malleable and can be manipulated for a variety of 

goals, and in response to societal conditions and discourses. As such, it would be imprudent to argue whether 

a coalition in future is possible based on only a small area of discourse and without possession of up-to-date 

facts and data.  This research can, however, provide useful reference points against which changes in the dis-

course around ‘Kultur’ can be measured. A movement from either the AfD, or the Mitte parties towards the 

discourse at the opposite end of the spectrum can be considered as making the chances of finding a consensus 

more likely and vice-versa. 

Based on this analysis of these corpora, it is correct to argue that the AfD uses ‘Kultur’ in a way which 

fundamentally differs to that of the ‘Mitte’ parties. As a new party trying to carve out a voter base in society, 

the AfD builds and empowers within its discourse a group identity as a means to establish this base. The par-

ties of the ‘Große Koalition’, in defence of an open immigration policy and perhaps in response to the crisis 

discourse as offered by the AfD, spread their definition wider as an attempt to build positive associations with 

their policy and promote social cohesion. The implications for coalition building shouldn’t be overstated but 

are largely negative, the opposing aims of these discourses makes a consensus, on ‘Kultur’ at least, seem un-

likely. Politics is ever-evolving, however, and clear from this research is the high-politicisation of ‘Kultur’, 

therefore, changes in discourse around this topic and others could form a strong basis for analysing the possi-

bility of a future coalition. 
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1 – AfD Corpus Source List

Afd Corpus Links:

Wahlprogramm: https://www.afd.de/wp-content/uploads/sites/111/2017/06/2017-06-01_AfD-Bundestagswahlprogramm_Onlinefassung.pdf

Grundsatzprogramm: 

https://cdn.afd.tools/wp-content/uploads/sites/111/2018/01/Programm_AfD_Druck_Online_190118.pdf

Pressemitteilungen:

https://www.afd.de/paul-hampel-in-den-kirchen-muss-ganz-viel-ersetzt-werden-herr-schulz/
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https://www.afd.de/paul-hampel-einsatz-der-deutschen-marine-brueskiert-italien/
https://www.afd.de/alexander-gauland-eure-empoerung-ist-pure-heuchelei/
https://www.afd.de/paul-hampel-waehlertaeuschung-beim-thema-familiennachzug/
https://www.afd.de/alice-weidel-immer-mehr-menschen-wenden-sich-von-angela-merkel-ab/
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https://www.afd.de/alexander-gauland-ungarn-und-die-slowakei-muessen-die-umverteilung-von-fluechtlingen-nicht-mitmachen/
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https://www.afd.de/alexander-gauland-maas-betreibt-wahlkampfgetoese-der-schaebigsten-kategorie/
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https://www.afd.de/alice-weidel-merkel-garantiert-keine-obergrenze-peinliche-kanzlerinnenshow/

https://www.afd.de/alexander-gauland-gabriel-verharmlost-den-holocaust/

https://www.afd.de/georg-pazderski-merkel-vertauscht-ursache-und-wirkung/

https://www.afd.de/alice-weidel-junckers-realitaetsverlust/

https://www.afd.de/bundestagswahlkampf-poggenburg-attackiert-plakatzerstoerer/

https://www.afd.de/albrecht-glaser-die-obergrenzenluege/

https://www.afd.de/paul-hampel-karlspreis-fuer-viktor-orban/

https://www.afd.de/alexander-gauland-bundesverwaltungsrichter-haben-sich-am-grundgesetz-orientiert/

https://www.afd.de/andre-poggenburg-keine-oeffentlichen-zwangsgebuehren-fuer-geheime-gehaelter/

https://www.afd.de/georg-pazderski-kritik-des-wehrbeauftragten-zu-wenig-zu-spaet/

https://www.afd.de/alexander-gauland-die-industrie-war-noch-nie-ein-guter-politikberater/

https://www.afd.de/alice-weidel-oezdemir-ist-unglaubwuerdig/

https://www.afd.de/andre-poggenburg-leipziger-grundsatzurteil-staerkt-die-demokratie/

https://www.afd.de/alice-weidel-lindner-der-trittbrettfahrer/

https://www.afd.de/albrecht-glaser-die-letzten-hemmungen-fallen/

https://www.afd.de/andre-poggenburg-altmaier-steht-kein-platz-mehr-in-der-regierung-zu/

https://www.afd.de/paul-hampel-zweifelhafte-visa-praxis-der-zyprioten-deutschland-macht-es-noch-schlimmer/

https://www.afd.de/alexander-gauland-gabriels-taktiererei-offenbart-die-verzweiflung-der-spd/

https://www.afd.de/georg-pazderski-haarstraeubender-kontrollverlust/

https://www.afd.de/alexander-gauland-altmaier-hat-sich-als-demokrat-disqualifiziert/

https://www.afd.de/alice-weidel-der-ehrenmord-in-wien-beweist-das-scheitern-von-integration/

https://www.afd.de/alice-weidel-im-exklusiv-interview-die-afd-ist-die-einzige-echte-schutzmacht-fuer-schwule-und-lesben-in-deutschland/

https://www.afd.de/paul-hampel-oesterreich-handelt-immerhin/

https://www.afd.de/georg-pazderski-gute-beziehungen-zu-russland-im-deutschen-interesse/

https://www.afd.de/alexander-gauland-die-union-hat-nicht-vor-etwas-am-asylchaos-zu-aendern/

https://www.afd.de/dirk-driesang-afd-gegen-ceta/

https://www.afd.de/georg-pazderski-illegale-einwanderer-abschieben-rechtsstaatlichkeit-wiederherstellen/

https://www.afd.de/tageszeitung-die-welt-lehnt-stellenanzeigen-der-afd-aus-grundsaetzlichen-erwaegungen-ab/

https://www.afd.de/paul-hampel-diplomatie-amateur-gabriel-blamiert-deutschland/

https://www.afd.de/afd-fordert-buerger-am-24-september-zu-flaechendeckender-wahlbeobachtung-auf/

APPENDIX 2 – Mitte Corpus Source List

Koalitionsvertrag der 18. Legislaturperiode: 

https://www.isl-ev.de/attachments/article/1048/koalitionsvertrag-FINAL.pdf

Reden von Grütters: 

https://www.monika-gruetters.de/sites/www.monika-gruetters.de/files/29._januar_2014_-_frei_sein_koennen_kunst_und_wissenschaft_nur_wenn_der_staat_ihre_
freiheiten_schuetzt.pdf

https://www.monika-gruetters.de/sites/www.monika-gruetters.de/files/9._april_2014_-_im_umgang_mit_kulturguetern_klarheit_schaffen.pdf

https://www.monika-gruetters.de/sites/www.monika-gruetters.de/files/10._september_2014_-_der_bund_tut_alles_um_die_kulturelle_vielfalt_vor_ort_zu_sichern.
pdf

https://www.monika-gruetters.de/sites/www.monika-gruetters.de/files/18._dezember_2014_-_die_deutsche_welle_soll_auch_in_zukunft_eine_stimme_der_frei-
heit_sein.pdf

https://www.monika-gruetters.de/sites/www.monika-gruetters.de/files/docs/10._september_2015_-_kultur_ist_brueckenbauerin_und_tueroeffnerin_aber_auch_
spiegel_unseres_selbstverstaendnisses.pdf

https://www.monika-gruetters.de/sites/www.monika-gruetters.de/files/docs/re_160218_kulturgutschutzgesetz_plenum.pdf

https://www.monika-gruetters.de/sites/www.monika-gruetters.de/files/docs/re_160429_kulturfoerderung_vertriebene.pdf

https://www.monika-gruetters.de/sites/www.monika-gruetters.de/files/3._juni_2016_-_filmfoerderungsgesetz_43-44_final.pdf

https://www.monika-gruetters.de/sites/www.monika-gruetters.de/files/23._juni_2016_-_neuregelung_des_kulturgutschutzrechts_78-79_final.pdf

https://www.monika-gruetters.de/sites/www.monika-gruetters.de/files/7._september_2016_-_epl._04_bundeskanzlerin_und_bundeskanzleramt_36-38_final.pdf

APPENDIX 3 – Kultur in the Accusative Verb Usage Examples in Full Context

Plain Text from Corpus

Deutsche Kultur, Sprache und Identität erhalten: Die AfD erachtet es als eines ihrer vorrangigen politischen Ziele, dieses große Kulturerbe für die kommenden 
Generationen nicht nur zu bewahren, sondern es im Zeitalter der Globalisierung und Digitalisierung weiterzuentwickeln und seine unverwechselbaren Eigenheiten 
zu erhalten.

Die Ideologie des „Multikulturalismus“ gefährdet alle diese kulturellen Errungenschaften. Kultur ist nur als etwas wechselbezügliches Ganzes von Gesellschaften 
zu verstehen. „Multi-Kultur“ ist Nicht-Kultur oder Parallelität von Kulturen und damit Ausdruck von Parallelgesellschaften, die stets zu innenpolitischen Konflikten 
und zur Funktionsunfähigkeit von Staaten führen. Die Zivilgesellschaften funktionierender Staaten sind daher aufgerufen, ihre Kulturen zu schützen und eigenstän-
dig weiterzuentwickeln. Dies gilt natürlich auch für die deutsche kulturelle Identität. Der in Europa bereits stattfindende Kulturkampf zwischen Abendland und dem 
Islam als Heilslehre und Träger von nicht integrierbaren kulturellen Traditionen und Rechtsgeboten kann nur abgewendet werden durch ein Bündel von defensiven 
und restriktiven Maßnahmen, die eine weitere Zerstörung der europäischen Werte des Zusammenlebens aufgeklärter Bürger verhindern.

Dass sie [Frau Merkel] dabei ein weiteres kulturelles Kernelement unserer christlich-abendländischen Kultur und den Verfassungsrang der Ehe verwässert, scheint 
ihr vollkommen egal zu sein.

Dieser brutale Mord beweist, dass wir diese Menschen – egal mit wie viel Geld und Mühen – nicht in unsere freiheitliche Gesellschaft integrieren können. Im Gegen-
teil: Sie wollen es nicht, denn sie verachten uns und unsere freiheitliche Kultur. Diese Menschen haben in Europa nichts verloren.“

Beatrix von Storch: Weber zerstört europäische Kultur statt sie zu verteidigen

So lobenswert die Forderungen nach einer deutschen Leitkultur auch sein mögen, um so schändlicher ist es, die deutsche Kultur für Wahlkampfzwecke zu miss-
brauchen.“
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An analysis of Stephen Sartarelli’s approach to translating the Inspector Montalbano novels by Andrea 
Camilleri.

Barley Weatherall

By 2002, the year when the first English translation of one of Andrea Camilleri’s novels was published, 

Camilleri had sold over 6 million books in Italy and more than one million in Germany.1 The unprecedented 

popularity of these novels must have been daunting for Stephen Sartarelli when translating them into English, 

however the greater challenge may have been the translation of (in the words of the translator himself):

‘Camilleri’s curious pastiche of the particular Sicilian of his native region combined with “normal” 

Italian, contemporary slang, comic stage dialogue, lofty literary flourishes, and the sort of manglings 

of proper Italian made by provincials who have never learned it correctly.’2

In this paper, I will attempt to show Sartarelli’s approach when translating such varied language, drawing on 

established translation theorists such as Lawrence Venuti, Eugene Nida, Antoine Berman and Werner Koller 

in my analysis. By using various examples from Andrea Camilleri’s La forma dell’acqua3 and its English 

translation by Stephen Sartarelli,4 I aim to show Sartarelli’s use of domestication and foreignization as well as 

choices of equivalence and avoidance of deforming tendencies, whilst tackling issues such as the use of foot-

notes, idiomising translations and language hybridisation. I will also briefly explore other foreign language 

translators’ approaches of the same novel for context.

 I chose Camilleri for this analysis since his unique style and use of dialect, which strongly root his 

books in a Sicilian cultural context, present a complex challenge to translators of his work. I am analysing La 

forma dell’acqua and its translation, not only because it was the first book to be written in the twenty-sev-

en-strong series by Camilleri in Italian, but also because it was the first to be translated into English. 

 Sartarelli clearly defined his broad approach to translation in the preface to an essay on the translation 

of Camilleri’s novels into English: 

“I have always believed—at least when translating prose—that a literary translator should be like the 

arbiter or umpire of a sporting event: the less noticed the better.”5

It is therefore reasonable to assume that his favoured style of translation would be that as defined by Lawrence 

Venuti as ‘domestication’: a translation where one prioritises fluency and naturalness in the target language 

even if it means forgoing some faithfulness to the original text.6 Although Venuti argues against this style 

6 Venuti, Lawrence, The Scandals of Translation (London/New York: Routledge, 1998).
---, The Translator’s Invisibility: A History of Translation (London/New York: Routledge, 2008).
---, ‘Translation as Cultural Politics: Regimes of Domestication in English’, in Critical Readings in Translation Studies, ed. by M. 
Baker (London/New York: Routledge, 2010) pp. 65-79.

throughout his corpus, it remains the most popular mode of translation into English for Anglo-American au-

diences. Sartarelli acknowledges this in an interview, explaining that while translating Camilleri’s La forma 

dell’acqua, he had to comply with the norms of American publishing standards (using the Chicago Manual 

of Style) which enforce a certain fluency on translated works.7 This approach also aligns with Hans Vermeer’s 

Skopos Theory: 

‘Translate/interpret/speak/write in a way that enables your text/translation to function in the situation 

in which it is used and with the people who want to use it and precisely in the way they want it to 

function.’ 8

For the American publishers, the purpose of the text was to be readable and fluent in order to maximise profit-

ability. This profitability results from the expectations of American book readers, who want to buy fluent trans-

lations, no matter how varied the original language was.9 Therefore Sartarelli, as encouraged by the publishers, 

translated the text in the way they wanted it to function, fulfilling Vermeer’s theory. It is evident throughout 

much of Sartarelli’s translation of The Shape of Water that he has kept his translation very fluent in the target 

language, with frequent use of idioms, which can be seen in the examples below:10

- Grazie. Ora senti le mie domande.

- Falle. 11

- [Thank you. Now hear my questions.]

- [Make/do them]

- Thanks. Now listen to my questions.

- Fire away.12 

- … Si rende conto che sta giocando con un materiale esplosivo?

- La cosa finisce in una bolla di sapone, mi creda. 13

- [… Do you realise that you are playing with an explosive material?]

7 Rozovsky, Peter, ‘Casanova to Catarella: Detectives Beyond Borders interviews Andrea Camilleri’s translator Stephen Sartarelli: 
Pt. II’, Detectives Beyond Borders Blog, 2014, http://detectivesbeyondborders.blogspot.com/2014/04/casanova-to-catarella-detec-
tivesbeyond.html [accessed 20 December 2019].
8 Vermeer, Hans, Towards a General Theory of Translational Action (Oxford: Routledge, 1984; repr. 2014).
9 D’Egidio, Angela, ‘How Readers Perceive Translated Literary Works: An Analysis of Reader Reception’, in Lingua e Linguaggi 
(Salento: University of Salento, 2015) p. 74.
10 The words being examined throughout the examples are italicised or in bold if the word is already italicised in the source text/
target text, and a literal translation is in square brackets [] when applicable.
11 Camilleri, La forma dell’acqua, p.149.
12 Camilleri, The Shape of Water, trans. by Sartarelli, p. 191.
13 Camilleri, La forma dell’acqua, p.177.
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- [The thing ends in a soap bubble, believe me] 

- … Do you realize you’re playing with dynamite?

- It all goes up in smoke, believe me.14  

In both examples Sartarelli has employed an ‘idiomising translation method’15 which, in the first example adds 

a nuance of gun-related imagery with ‘fire away’ that is not present in the basic Italian response. In the second 

example, this method has the potential to change the meaning of the phrase entirely. ‘Go up in smoke’ has 

more than one definition in English: it could either mean that ‘something fails or ends without anything being 

achieved’, which is close to the Italian meaning of ‘finire in una bolla di sapone’, or it could also mean ‘being 

destroyed by fire’16 in which case – as a response to ‘playing with dynamite’ – it could imply that the metaphor-

ic dynamite might explode, the opposite of the original author’s intention. While the idiomising method can 

often work well and not be detrimental to the original meaning of the source text, the second example shows 

us the risks involved in using this technique for translation.

Although Sartarelli stated that domestication is his ideal approach to translation, on a closer examina-

tion of the text it is possible to note inconsistencies. For instance:

Al volante ci stava Gallo, oggetto, con Galluzzo, di facili battute tipo «Commissario, che si dice nel 

pollaio».17

[At the wheel there was Gallo, object, with Galluzzo, of facile jokes like «Commissioner, what do they 

say in the chicken coop? »]

Gallo was at the wheel. Together with Galluzzo, he was often the butt of facile jokes, such as ‘Hey 

Inspector, what’s new in the chicken coop?’ 18  

Footnote: page 20 – ‘what’s new in the chicken coop?’ – The name ‘Gallo’ means ‘rooster’ in Italian, 

and Galluzzo is a diminutive of the same.  19

Without a footnote, the average British/American reader would not have understood the ‘facile joke’ and 

therefore may have thought that either the author was being ironic or that they were unable to understand 

14 Camilleri, The Shape of Water, trans. by Sartarelli, p. 229.
15 Defined in Thinking Italian Translation as ‘[a method] that respects the source text message content, but typically uses target 
language idioms or familiar phonic and rhythmic patterns to give an easy read, even if this means sacrificing nuances of meaning 
or tone’ (Cragie, Higgins, Hervey, Gambarotta, 2015).
16 “Go up in smoke”. Collins Online Dictionary, 2020. https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/go-up-in-smoke 
[accessed 02 January 2020)
17 Camilleri, La forma dell’acqua, p.22.
18 Camilleri, The Shape of Water, trans. by Sartarelli, p. 20.
19 Camilleri, The Shape of Water, trans. by Sartarelli, p. 247.

a joke described as easy, which would have changed the meaning of the text. Therefore, employing Werner 

Koller’s theories on equivalence20: the translation achieved formal equivalence by keeping the names in the 

source language and by using the footnote, managed to retain some connotative and pragmatic equivalence 

that would have otherwise been lost. However, the use of footnotes reduces the fluency of the translation, and 

highlights the fact that it is indeed a foreign text that is being read. This process aligns itself with Venuti’s the-

ory of ‘foreignization’21, the opposite approach to Sartarelli’s preferred ‘domestication’ method. The translator 

justifies his use of footnotes by suggesting that he wanted to ‘confer a “scholarly” veneer on a writer in a genre 

[detective fiction] that still isn’t treated as seriously by critics as straight fiction’ and also to ‘give a sense of 

what lies just beneath the surface of what are relatively simple stories’.22 His use of footnotes also manages to 

keep some dialectal source language in the target text which brings some of the sense of Sicilian identity or 

‘sicilianità’ to the English translation that is so integral to Camilleri and his novels. 

Sartarelli also uses another technique to keep the dialectal source language in his translations: trans-

lating Camilleri’s use of ‘stylistic devices [and explanations] to clarify obscure terms’23. For the majority of 

the Italian readership of Camilleri’s Montalbano novels, the dialectal words are almost incomprehensible24. 

Therefore, by keeping certain ‘incomprehensible’ source language words in the translation, Sartarelli is able 

to keep some of the ‘foreignness’ and cultural transportation present in the source text. For example:

Si voleva accuttufare. Altro verbo che gli piaceva, significava tanto essere preso a legnate 

quanto allontanarsi dal consorzio civile. 25

[He wanted to accuttufarsi. Another verb that he liked, it meant both to be beaten up and to move 

away from civilised life.]

What he wanted to do now was accuttufarsi – another verb he liked, which meant at once to 

be beaten up and to withdraw from human society. 26 [Original italics]

Sartarelli’s approach when translating this example is fairly straightforward: he was able to keep ‘accuttufar-

20 Koller, Werner, ‘Equivalence in Translation Theory’, in Readings in Translation Theory ed. by A. Chesterman (Helsinki: Oy Finn 
Lectura Ab., 1989) pp.100-4.
21 Venuti, The Scandals of Translation (1998).
---, The Translator’s Invisibility: A History of Translation (2008).
---, ‘Translation as Cultural Politics’, in Critical Readings in Translation Studies, ed. by M. Baker (2010) pp. 65-79.
22 Rozovsky, ‘DBB interviews Camilleri’s translator Stephen Sartarelli: Pt. II’, Detectives Beyond Borders Blog, 2014. 
23 Ridonato, Giuseppe, Translating Andrea Camilleri: strategies for the translation of linguistic variations (unpublished doctoral 
thesis, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, 2006) pp. 39-40.
24 Ibid.
25 Camilleri, La forma dell’acqua, p.167.
26 Camilleri, The Shape of Water, trans. by Sartarelli, p. 216.
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si’ as an exoticism in the translation, as in the source text it was already an exoticism for the majority of the 

readership, and since it was clearly described in the following sentence in regular Italian script. In this way 

Sartarelli was able to keep formal as well as dynamic equivalence (Nida 1964: 159), although with a British 

or American pronunciation he was unable to avoid two of what Antoine Berman has called ‘deforming ten-

dencies’27: quantitative impoverishment and qualitative impoverishment, losing the geo-specific sense of the 

Sicilian exoticism and the melodic yet harsh Italianate pronunciation. 

Although the dialect in Camilleri’s novels is often assumed by the reader to be entirely in a classic re-

gional Sicilian language variety,28 many examples, in fact are in an idiolect29 of Camilleri’s own ‘sicilianised’ 

Italian words. He forms these using: 

‘hybridization and code-mixing, where dialectal words written with Italian suffixes (noun hybrids) in-

trude on the Italian narration so naturally that the reader does not perceive them as ‘foreign’, where di-

alectal sounds transform Italian words (phonological hybrids) without making them ununderstandable 

[sic.], and where the Sicilian syntax – with the tendency to put the verb after the object – determines 

the Italian word order.’30

This ‘Camillerian’ hybridization can be seen on three occasions in the example below:

Il vento di scirocco tardava ad arrisbigliarsi dal suo sonno piombigno, già si faticava a scangiare pa-

role. 31

[The wind of scirocco was late arrisbigigliarsi/to rise from its piombigno/leaden sleep, already one 

was getting tired trying to scangiare/exchange words]

The sirocco was late to rise from its leaden sleep, yet people already struggled to exchange a few 

words.32

The first instance is the word ‘arrisbigliarsi’ which is a hybridization of the Sicilian ‘arrisbigghiarisi’ and the 

Italian equivalent ‘risvegliarsi’.33 The result is a word that sounds foreign yet is still decipherable for the aver-

age Italian reader. The second word is ‘piombigno’, which is a combination of ‘piombo’ [lead] and the suffix 

27 Berman, Antoine, ‘Translation and the Trials of the Foreign’, in The Translation Studies Reader, ed. By Lawrence Venuti (Lon-
don: Routledge, 1985/2000) pp. 284–297. 
28 Consiglio, Maria Cristina, ‘‘Montalbano Here’: Problems in Translating Multilingual Novels’, in Thinking Translation: Per-
spectives from Within and Without ed. by R. Hyde Parker and K. Guadarrama (Boca Raton: Universal-Publishers, 2008) p. 56.
29 According to Crystal, David, [Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003)]: ‘One person’s dialect. A 
dialect can be seen as an abstraction deriving from the analysis of a large number of idiolects. Idiolectal features are particularly 
noticeable in literary writing, as stylistic markers of authorship’ [as in this case with Camilleri].
30 Consiglio, ‘Montalbano Here’ in Thinking Translation (2008) p.59.
31 Camilleri, La forma dell’acqua, p.9.
32 Camilleri, The Shape of Water, trans. by Sartarelli, p. 3.
33 Mortillaro, Vincenzo, Nuovo dizionario siciliano-italiano (Palermo: Stamperia di Pietro Pensante, 1844).

‘–igno’ [-ish]. Although the suffix ‘-igno’ exists in standard Italian, it has a far greater linguistic productivity 

in Sicilian and Calabrian (southern Italian) dialects in the form of ‘-ignu’,34 this therefore lends a sense of 

geographic specificity to the word whilst still sounding Italian. The third word in this example is ‘scangiare’ 

it derives from the Sicilian ‘scanciari’,35 made to sound more like standard Italian by changing the infinitive 

ending ‘–ari’ to ‘–are’ and changing the ‘c’ to a ‘g’ to make the word physically look more like its Italian equiv-

alent ‘scambiare’, and as in the first example it gives a foreignizing effect to the Italian reader.

 Sartarelli, rather disappointingly, does not attempt to translate this hybridized idiolect and uses stan-

dardised English to convey the basic meaning of the words. He acknowledges that, when translating Camilleri, 

he has a ‘slight feeling of regret that [he is] not reproducing all the multifacetedness of the original’.36 How-

ever, the translation of ‘il vento di scirocco’ as ‘the sirocco’ at the start of the sentence does give a somewhat 

foreignizing effect and location-specificity to the English-language reader. On the one hand, many English and 

American readers presumably do not know that the sirocco is a hot and humid wind that blows from North 

Africa to the Southern Mediterranean37 and the omission of ‘vento’ [wind] from ‘il vento di sirocco’ in the 

translation increases this foreignizing effect, while on the other hand those that are aware of its meaning will 

feel the geo-specificity of the wind in its Sicilian context. 

In the majority of instances where Camilleri uses his hybridised Sicilian/Italian in La forma dell’ac-

qua, Sartarelli fails to recreate the same effect given to the Italian reader. This is not true however in the French 

version, translated by Serge Quadruppani38 where, although the translator said that it was impossible to find a 

direct equivalent for all the words that Camilleri rendered in Sicilian dialect, he did invent his own hybridised 

dialect to try and match Camilleri: 

“Francitan” which stands for “français occitanisé” and is … the French language mixed with elements 

of the langue d’oc dialect…[which] also gives the French text a “parfum de Sud”, a Southern flavour, 

a characteristic shared by the original with its Sicilian dialect.39 

The main reason, according to Sartarelli, for which he chose not to invent his own hybridised dialect was, as 

already mentioned, ‘the problem of the standards of American publishing,’ where invented words straying too 

far from the norm would limit the books’ chances at publication. However, after the success of his first few 

34 Trovato, Salvatore, ‘Derivati in –igno. Tra lingua, dialetto e italiano regionale letterario’ in Quaderns d’Italià: 14 (Bellaterra: 
Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, 2009) pp.115-130.
35 Mortillaro, Nuovo dizionario siciliano-italiano (1844).
36 Rozovsky, ‘DBB interviews Camilleri’s translator Stephen Sartarelli: Pt. II’, Detectives Beyond Borders Blog, 2014.
37 “Sirocco (wind)” Encyclopaedia Britannica (2020) https://www.britannica.com/science/sirocco-wind [accessed 06 January 
2020]
38 Camilleri, Andrea, La forme de l’eau, trans. by Serge Quadruppani (Paris: Fleuve Noir, 1994 ; repr. 1998).
39 Ridonato, Translating Andrea Camilleri (2006) p. 59.
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translations of the Inspector Montalbano series Sartarelli claims he gained more ‘freedom to experiment’.40

Other reasons exist for choosing to not invent a dialect when translating into a language. For example: 

in the Catalan translation of the Montalbano series, Caterina Briguglia theorises that as a minority culture 

and language, ‘the act of translation plays a fundamental role’ to ‘constantly defend and assert Catalonia’s 

cultural heritage’ and therefore to not include foreignizing translations that may dilute such a fiercely guarded 

culture.41 However, given that English is one of the world’s most dominant languages this will not have been 

the case for Sartarelli. 

Briguglia also states that substituting ‘a dialect for a dialect’ is an ‘unusual, and normally not recom-

mended strategy’ for translation.42 Nevertheless, as many critics have attributed Camilleri’s success to his 

literary style and unusual use of language,43 one can argue that it plays an essential role in the translation of 

the novels and, if left untranslated (as is the case in Sartarelli’s translation), the resulting translation loss would 

irredeemably change the nature of the text.

After a linguistic analysis of various examples from the English translation of Andrea Camilleri’s La 

forma dell’acqua, I can conclude that Sartarelli uses domestication as his main approach: prioritising fluency 

over linguistic singularity and mainly adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style. Of course, like in most trans-

lations there were inconsistencies in his approach, namely the use of footnotes to clarify the meaning of words 

left in the source language and the use of exoticisms that were already present as exoticisms in the source text.  

When tackling the translation of dialect and idiolect, Sartarelli took a varied approach – in some cases using 

footnotes, in others leaving the dialect as an exoticism and, for the most part domesticating the source lan-

guage so much so that the use of varied dialects was not noticeable to the English reader. When evaluating the 

reasons for his choice of approach, this essay has shown that he was mainly influenced by American publish-

ing standards, yet his various inconsistencies reflect a desire to be faithful to Camilleri’s style. With regard to 

other translator’s approaches it was interesting to note the reason why minority cultures avoid foreignization 

in translation and the possibilities of creating idiolects in other languages such as French.

If I were to have room to further develop my analysis, I would have analysed additional translations of 

novels from the Montalbano series to find evidence of Sartarelli’s changing translation approach. This is par-

ticularly pertinent for the character of Catarella, who does not feature in The Shape of Water yet has a prom-

40 Rozovsky, ‘DBB interviews Camilleri’s translator Stephen Sartarelli: Pt. II’, Detectives Beyond Borders Blog, 2014.
41 Briguglia, Caterina, ‘Comparing two polysystems: The cases of Spanish and Catalan versions of Andrea Camilleri’s Il cane di 
terracotta’, in New Trends in Translation Studies, Vol. 6: ‘Translating Dialects and Languages of Minorities: Challenges and Solu-
tions’, ed. by F. Federici (Bern: Peter Lang AG, 2011) pp.124-5.
42 Ibid.
43 Vizmuller-Zocco, Jana, ‘Il test della (im)popolarità: il fenomeno Camilleri’ in Quaderni d’italianistica, vol. 12.1 (Toronto: Cana-
dian Association for Italian Studies, 2001)

inent role throughout the series, since Sartarelli, in this case, does go on to invent an idiolect for Catarella’s 

humorous dialect and malapropisms. 

Looking forward, it would be interesting to study whether American publishing standards may become 

more flexible in an increasingly globalised world, especially in a country where more than one in five people 

speak a language other than English at home.44 And additionally, whether another more foreignizing transla-

tion of the Montalbano series could be published in the future, showing a truer representation of Camilleri’s 

inventive style and sicilianità to the English-speaking world. 

 

44 U.S. Census Bureau, ‘Detailed Household Language by Household Limited English Speaking Status’, data.census.gov, 
Table ID: B16002, (2018), https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=languages%20spoken%20at%20home&g=&hidePreview=-
false&table=C16001&tid=ACSDT1Y2018.C16001&lastDisplayedRow=29&vintage=2018&mode= [accessed 07/01/2020]

https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=languages%20spoken%20at%20home&g=&hidePreview=false&table=C16001&tid=ACSDT1Y2018.C16001&lastDisplayedRow=29&vintage=2018&mode=
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=languages%20spoken%20at%20home&g=&hidePreview=false&table=C16001&tid=ACSDT1Y2018.C16001&lastDisplayedRow=29&vintage=2018&mode=


824 825

Bibliography

Berman, Antoine, ‘Translation and the Trials of the Foreign’, in The Translation Studies Reader, ed. By Lawrence Venuti (London: Routledge, 1985/2000) pp. 
284–297 

Briguglia, Caterina, ‘Comparing two polysystems: The cases of Spanish and Catalan versions of Andrea Camilleri’s Il cane di terracotta’, in New Trends in Trans-
lation Studies, Vol. 6: ‘Translating Dialects and Languages of Minorities: Challenges and Solutions’, ed. by F. Federici (Bern: Peter Lang AG, 2011) pp.109-126

Camilleri, Andrea La forma dell’acqua (Palermo: Sellerio, 1994)

Camilleri, Andrea, La forme de l’eau, trans. by Serge Quadruppani (Paris: Fleuve Noir, 1994 ; repr. 1998)

Camilleri, Andrea, The Shape of Water, trans. by Stephen Sartarelli (London: Picador, 1994; repr. 2002)

Consiglio, Maria Cristina, ‘‘Montalbano Here’: Problems in Translating Multilingual Novels’, in Thinking Translation: Perspectives from Within and Without ed. 
by R. Hyde Parker and K. Guadarrama (Boca Raton: Universal-Publishers, 2008) pp. 47-68

Cragie. S, Higgins. I, Hervey. S, Gambarotta. P, Thinking Italian Translation: A course in translation method: Italian to English (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015)

Crystal, David. Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003)

D’Egidio, Angela, ‘How Readers Perceive Translated Literary Works: An Analysis of Reader Reception’, in Lingua e Linguaggi (Salento: University of Salento, 
2015) pp. 69-82

“Go up in smoke”, Collins Online Dictionary (2020) https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/go-up-in-smoke [accessed 02 January 2020]

Koller, Werner, ‘Equivalence in Translation Theory’, in Readings in Translation Theory ed. by A. Chesterman (Helsinki: Oy Finn Lectura Ab., 1989) pp. 100-4

Mortillaro, Vincenzo, Nuovo dizionario siciliano-italiano (Palermo: Stamperia di Pietro Pensante, 1844)

Nida, Eugene, Towards a Science of Translating: with Special Reference to Principles and Procedures Involved in Bible Translating (Brill: Leiden, 1964)

Pezzotti, Barbara, ‘Conversation on a New Sicily: Interview with Andrea Camilleri’, in Storytelling: A Critical Journal of Popular Narrative, vol. 9.1 (2009) pp. 
37-51

Ridonato, Giuseppe, Translating Andrea Camilleri: strategies for the translation of linguistic variations (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of the Witwa-
tersrand, Johannesburg, 2006)

Rozovsky, Peter, ‘Casanova to Catarella: Detectives Beyond Borders interviews Andrea Camilleri’s translator Stephen Sartarelli: Pt. II’, Detectives Beyond Borders 
Blog, 2014 http://detectivesbeyondborders.blogspot.com/2014/04/casanova-to-catarella-detectivesbeyond.html [accessed 20 December 2019]

Rozovsky, Peter, (2014) ‘“Poissonally in poisson”: Detectives Beyond Borders interviews Andrea Camilleri’s translator Stephen Sartarelli: Pt. I’, Detectives Beyond 
Borders Blog, 2014 http://detectivesbeyondborders.blogspot.com/2014/04/poissonally-in-poisson-detectives.html [accessed 20/12/2019]

Sartarelli, Stephen, in E. Gutkowski: Does the night smell the same in Italy and in English-speaking countries? (Catania: Ilion Books, 2009) Preface.

“Sirocco (wind)” Encyclopaedia Britannica (2020) https://www.britannica.com/science/sirocco-wind [accessed 06 January 2020]

Trovato, Salvatore, ‘Derivati in –igno. Tra lingua, dialetto e italiano regionale letterario’ in Quaderns d’Italià: 14 (Bellaterra: Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, 
2009) pp.115-130 

U.S. Census Bureau, ‘Detailed Household Language by Household Limited English Speaking Status’, data.census.gov, Table ID: B16002, (2018), https://
data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=languages%20spoken%20at%20home&g=&hidePreview=false&table=C16001&tid=ACSDT1Y2018.C16001&lastDis-
playedRow=29&vintage=2018&mode= [accessed 07/01/2020]

Venuti, Lawrence, ‘Translation as Cultural Politics: Régimes of Domestication in English’, in Critical Readings in Translation Studies, ed. by M. Baker (London/
New York: Routledge, 2010) pp. 65-79

Venuti, Lawrence, The Translator’s Invisibility: A History of Translation (London/New York: Routledge, 2008)

Venuti, Lawrence, The Scandals of Translation (London/New York: Routledge, 1998)

Vermeer, Hans, Towards a General Theory of Translational Action (Oxford: Routledge, 1984; repr. 2014)

Vizmuller-Zocco, Jana, ‘Il test della (im)popolarità: il fenomeno Camilleri’ in Quaderni d’italianistica, vol. 12.1 (Toronto: Canadian Association for Italian Studies, 
2001)

Examining intersectionality and marginalisation in Que Horas Ela Volta? (2015) and A Hora da Estrela 
(1977) 

Jasmine Halpin Dias Antunes

The myth of Brazil as a paradise where all members of society, regardless of their race or social class, have 

‘forged harmonious relationships’, is a notion which is easily disproved (Bernadino-Costa, 2014: 73).  In-

deed, Anna Muylaert’s film Que Horas Ela Volta? (2015), [The Second Mother], challenges such an ideal-

ised national image, through an exploration of themes such as gender and class inequality. These concerns 

are similarly incorporated in Clarice Lispector’s novel: A Hora da Estrela (1977), [The Hour of the Star], 

through her protagonist Macabéa and her experience of subalternity. Lispector’s postmodernist novel was 

published in 1977, the year of her death, at a time when public discourse within Brazil was in a state of 

transformation; the marginalised sectors of society began to represent themselves. (Moriconi, 2001: 218) An 

exploration of Brazilian art can offer an insight into the profound inequality faced by women. 

Muylaert’s work explores the subjugation of women through the lens of the domestic space. Through 

the use of mise-en-scène the piece follows the marginalised existence of the character Val (played by star 

Regina Casé). Through Val’s role as a live-in maid the piece critiques how reproductive labour is often not 

‘recognized as real work’. (Glenn, 1992: 2) This personal environment is overtly tied to the political. Thus, 

the domestic sphere acts as a microcosm of the greater structures of injustice. Intersectionality is crucial to 

feminist scholarly work, as it allows one to see the ‘interactions among variables as multiplying oppressions 

at various points of intersection’, such as: race, class and gender. (Choo and Ferree, 2010: 129) Muylaert 

and Lispector both explore the concept of internalised oppression, shedding a critical light on these deeply 

rooted feelings. Techniques such as juxtaposition and symbolic narrative perspectives permeate both prima-

ry works. Intersectional thought constantly flows within the film and the text, thus aiding the spectator’s or 

reader’s understanding of what shapes the female experience within Brazilian society.

Both works seek to comment on the concept of internalised oppression, pursuing a greater under-

standing of what dictates women’s position in society. Food possesses a strong thematic importance in the 

mechanics of Lispector’s work. Whilst food often has ‘positive, [or] even liberating connotations’ (Walde-

mer, 1995: 63), Macabéa’s allegorical relationship with food subverts this perspective. The protagonist is 

kept “in her place”, as she is physically incapable of consuming products deemed to be extravagant. Her 

internal psyche rejects the substances that are not of her class or economic purchasing power, and she is 

consequently ‘kept perpetually queasy’. (Ibid: 64) For instance, Macabéa feels unwell after drinking a ‘copo 

de grosso chocolate’ [rich cup of hot chocolate] (Lispector, 1984: 76) This metaphor ostensibly foregrounds 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/go-up-in-smoke
http://detectivesbeyondborders.blogspot.com/2014/04/casanova-to-catarella-detectivesbeyond.html
http://detectivesbeyondborders.blogspot.com/2014/04/poissonally-in-poisson-detectives.html
https://www.britannica.com/science/sirocco-wind
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=languages%20spoken%20at%20home&g=&hidePreview=false&table=C16001&tid=ACSDT1Y2018.C16001&lastDisplayedRow=29&vintage=2018&mode=
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=languages%20spoken%20at%20home&g=&hidePreview=false&table=C16001&tid=ACSDT1Y2018.C16001&lastDisplayedRow=29&vintage=2018&mode=
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=languages%20spoken%20at%20home&g=&hidePreview=false&table=C16001&tid=ACSDT1Y2018.C16001&lastDisplayedRow=29&vintage=2018&mode=
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her constrained existence. The protagonist has been conditioned to accept that, due to her class and gender, 

she is incapable of improving her lifestyle. This concept has been internalised to such a great extent that it 

determines every action she carries out, including the simple act of eating. 

Muylaert also echoes this thematic approach in her film. Val’s daughter Jéssica acts as a catalyst for 

the development of the plot. Having had ‘access to a formal education’ (Alves de Almeida, Diniz Alves and 

Jaime da Silva, 2017: 8, own translation), Jéssica sees the world completely differently to her mother and 

could be seen to act as a representation for the sectors of the working class, who were given a greater sense 

of empowerment thanks to the policies made by the Workers’ Party governments (2003-2016). Muylaert 

subtly uses food to assert Jéssica’s symbolic yet comedic acts of defiance. For instance, despite her mother’s 

constant warnings, Jéssica repeatedly eats the ice cream which belongs to Val’s employer’s son, Fabinho. 

In one of the few scenes which occur outside the constrictions of the domestic sphere, Val and 

Jéssica walk the family’s dog. (Que Horas Ela Volta, 2015, 01:07:02-01:07:42) By placing the camera far 

away from the two women Muylaert emphasises the characters’, ‘smallness…in relation to the rest of [their] 

space’, (Corrigan, 2007: 63), or more widely, to their society. While Jéssica challenges the unsaid rules that 

Val conforms to, Val states that: ‘Isso aí ninguém precisa explicar não, a pessoa já nasce sabendo o que pode, 

o que é que não pode’ [No one needs to explain that, you are just born knowing what you can and cannot 

do.] (Luiza da Silva Ferraz et al, 2017: 264). Val’s line suggests that these restrictive codes of behaviour are 

passed on and are thus hereditary, perhaps alluding to the legacy of slavery. In fact, the role of the domestic 

worker in Brazil is sometimes perceived as ‘the black woman’s ‘natural place’.’ (Bernadino-Costa, 2014: 

73) It is the combination of Val’s race, gender and working-class identity which shapes her understanding of 

her place in the world, and her code of conduct within it. Thus, both pieces similarly denounce the confining 

behavioural traits that their protagonists have acquired; all the while showcasing how the principal factor 

which determines their subordinated reality is their complex and layered identity. 

Juxtaposition is an essential element to both works. Lispector uses contrasting characters to offer a 

commentary on the Eurocentric beauty standards which frame Macabéa’s reality. The protagonist attempts to 

emulate the appearance of her idol, Marilyn Monroe, by overlining her lips with a new ‘bright red’ coloured 

lipstick. (Lispector, 1984: 71, own translation) However, this aspiration seems comically unattainable as the 

women’s lives and image contrast so drastically. In reality Macabéa appeared as if she has been punched in 

the face and that, as a result, ‘grosso sangue lhe tivesse brotado dos lábios’. [thick blood had sprouted from 

her lips] (Ibid: 71) This description – which is charged with violent imagery - is followed with Glória’s 

hurtful inquiry if ‘being ugly hurts?’ (Ibid: 72, own translation) Glória’s character serves as a juxtaposition 

to the protagonist, whilst also acting as a parody of the stereotype of the ‘mulata…como símbolo da sen-

sualidade tropical’ [‘mulata’…as a symbol of tropical sensuality] (Freire and Bezerra Teixeira, 2015: 141) 

Glória is described as having ‘um bom vinho português’ [a good Portuguese wine] in her blood, seen as the 

preferred characteristic, and ‘hidden African blood’ (Lispector, 1984: 68, own translation). Being a ‘cario-

ca da gema’ (someone from Rio de Janeiro) rather than from the north east like Macabéa - is described as 

‘uma grande vantagem’. [a big advantage] (Ibid) The north of Brazil holds far less economic power than the 

south; in fact, the per capita GDP, in 2000, for the Southeast ‘region [was] more than three times than that of 

the North.’ (Daumal, 2013: 243) This discrepancy in wealth can be traced back to the impacts of slavery. In 

fact, the economy of the Northern state of Bahia depended on slave labour. (Graden, 2006: 19) This regional 

inequality, which exists to this day, is felt by Macabéa, thus imposing another layer of oppression on her. 

Indeed, Glória’s aforementioned description echoes a colonialist outlook as it favours Eurocentric features. 

These colonialist and colourist images of beauty, along with her regional identity, force Macabéa’s existence 

into the further depths of subalternity. Thus, this asserts the ‘personal and political implications’ that sexuali-

sation or objectification has on women. (Calogero and Jost, 2011: 211) 

Similarly, Muylaert also includes juxtaposition to emphasise unjust class structures. By using both a 

private and domestic setting, the piece captures the extreme economic disparity between Val and her em-

ployers, who belong to the rentier class. Muylaert establishes their wealth via the shots of the swimming 

pool, whilst following Val’s monotonous work. The viewer is then confronted with Val’s room within the 

house. (Que Horas Ela Volta, 2015, 00:12:02-00:13:46) The dim lighting contrasts with the previous scenes, 

which were flooded with bright light. The use of minimal lighting combined with the unnerving noise of 

the fan creates a melancholic atmosphere. As the camera focuses on Val, the spectator can visualise just 

how claustrophobic the space is. In a crucial shot the camera is placed behind the bars of the house, facing 

inwards on the protagonist, framing her face. This highly symbolic image alludes to the bars of a jail cell. 

Val cannot escape this situation, tied there by economic necessity, forcing her to miss her own daughter’s 

childhood and the experience of motherhood she is entitled to. Furthermore, Val’s situation has overt links 

to slavery. The subtitle of Preta Rara’s (a leading figure in black feminist movements) book states that the 

‘senzala moderna é o quartinho da empregada’. [The modern slave quarters are now the maid’s room] (Rara, 

2019) Therefore, Muylaert uses juxtaposition in a similar way to Lispector in order to incorporate more fac-

tors, in this case being class and economic inequality, which shape these character’s identity, thus paving the 

way for their further alienation. 

Both primary texts employ rather unusual perspectives in order to incorporate more layers of com-

plexity. Through Lispector’s narrator, Rodrigo S.M, a fellow migrant like Macabéa – and the author herself 
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- she satirises the idea of the “Author God” concept and the literary canon itself. (Barbosa, 1991: 120) The 

narrator not only serves as a parody, he also allegorically represents the corrupt elite in Brazil. His totalising 

and disjointed perspective explores the complications of writing the “truth”, whilst also commenting on the 

upper echelon’s attitude towards the working class. Drawing from condescending perceptions of Northern 

Brazilians, the narrator explains that in order to tell Macabéa’s story he must wear ‘roupa velha rasgada’ 

[torn old clothes] and present himself as ‘um trabalhador manual’. [a manual worker] (Lispector, 1984: 26) 

He believes this will enable him to put himself ‘no nível da nordestina’, [on the level of a north-easterner] 

which is evidently inferior in his eyes. (Ibid) His vicious tone distances the reader from him. Furthermore, 

the narrator adds another layer of depth into the primary text. The line: ‘tenho que me domar’, [I have to 

control myself] (Lispector, 1984: 29), suggests that he must control himself and his emotions, in order to 

narrate this woman’s story effectively. Lispector critiques how female writers are ‘penalized for the com-

plex web of…[their] own discourse’. (Barbosa, 1991: 120) The novel sheds light on the layers of oppression 

experienced not only by her characters but in her own creative sphere as well, enabling her to assert how 

female writing is viewed as an inferior one. (Ferreira-Pinto, 1987: 24) 

Muylaert’s work once again uses similar techniques; the exploration of space is essential to the piece, 

as it emphasises the class boundaries within the domestic space. In the scene where Bárbara (Val’s employ-

er) is interviewed on the porch as part of her job as a “trendsetter”, the camera adopts Val’s perspective 

by using an off the shoulder shot. (Que Horas Ela Volta, 2015, 00:17:40-00:17:57) The audience can quite 

literally see how Val is pushed to the margins of the home and forced to bear witness to the successful and 

enjoyable lifestyle of the elites. There is often ‘uma troca de afetos e favores’ [an exchange of affection and 

favours] (da Silva Pinto, 2017: 19) between employers and domestic workers. This is implied by Bárbara’s 

statement that Val is ‘practicamente da família’. [practically part of the family] (Que Horas Ela Volta, 2015, 

00:20:01-01) Yet, this line suggests that their connection is in fact one of ‘posse e não de pertença’. [posses-

sion and not of belonging] (Luiza da Silva Ferraz et al, 2017: 260) The family’s relationship with Val could 

be a metaphor for the subaltern’s relationship with society itself. They are technically included, yet in reality 

their limited agency means that they are forced out of public discourse. Most of the action in the film takes 

place around the kitchen door frame. The audience can see the border lines between Val’s area of domain 

and the space dominated by her employers. While important discussions occur outside this door frame, the 

camera still captures them, therefore, acknowledging Val’s limited outlook. Jéssica, however, challenges 

these boundaries and brings to light Barbara’s fear of ‘downward social mobility’. (Vázquez Vázquez, 2018: 

77) While some scholars claim that the film is still drawn from a middle-class perspective, (Ibid.), many of 

the shots actively seek to emulate Val’s point of view. Both works use perspective in a symbolic way to em-

phasise that it is not just their character’s gender which disempowers them, but also unjust class structures 

which lead to their social exclusion.   

In conclusion, both works stress how gender should not be the only factor considered when ana-

lysing how women’s lives are subject to exploitation and unjust situations. It is the intersectional nature of 

their identity which has the power to morph their relationship with society. While the works discussed here 

often use differing creative techniques, they explore the same principles and themes. Lispector stresses how 

Brazil’s society privileges men in terms of ‘power, status, and authority’. (Lovell, 2000: 89) Both primary 

works draw parallels between concepts such as: race, gender, migration and beauty standards; all the while 

affirming how they also determine, and are detrimental to, Brazilian women’s reality. 
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What did Simone de Beauvoir aim to communicate in her novel Le Sang des Autres ?

Elsa Kenningham

In 1979 Simone de Beauvoir stated that “Un roman, c’est une problématique. Je n’ai pas à donner de 

solutions à des gens et les gens n’ont pas à attendre des solutions de moi” (a novel is a puzzle. I do not need 

to provide people with solutions, and people should not expect solutions from me).1 Her second novel, Le 

Sang des Autres,2 written during the German Occupation of France, raises many of the problématiques that 

French intellectuals were confronted with at the time. As well as considering what Beauvoir hoped to com-

municate in this novel – solutions or otherwise – I will explore how successfully she evokes the probléma-

tiques: justification of the use of violence, the importance of political engagement, and resolving conflicting 

freedoms in an intersubjective world. I will ultimately demonstrate how these contribute to her existential 

philosophy that there is no objective morality and we must therefore commit to our subjective moral judge-

ments without guaranteed solutions.

Le Sang des Autres begins with Jean Blomart at the bedside of his lover Hélène, who is dying. The 

novel unfolds through a series of fragmented memories; beginning with Blomart’s guilt at his privileged 

upbringing, followed by a spell in, and subsequent withdrawal from, the Communist party, after his friend 

dies during a political protest. Blomart then becomes ‘apolitical’ but realises that he cannot avoid having 

an impact on the world. When war against Germany breaks out, he becomes a soldier. At the start of her 

relationship with Jean, Hélène is naïve and immature. She undergoes a political awakening and ultimately 

sacrifices her life for la Résistance. The novel ends as Jean makes the decision to continue further Résistance 

action that will necessitate the loss of innocent lives, without any guarantee of a resulting benefit.

Simone de Beauvoir’s statement that a novel is a problématique is supported by Yi-Ping Ong’s argu-

ment that she saw novels as a vehicle for philosophical exploration, in a different, somewhat more nuanced, 

way than pure philosophical writing, as fiction incorporates context.3 This could imply that Beauvoir had a 

preformulated, systematic philosophy that she intended to communicate through fiction. However, Beauvoir 

also thought writing should communicate “le vécu d’une expérience”4 in order to raise matters of ethical 

concern while preserving what she calls the “opacity, ambiguity and impartiality of life”.5 In Le Sang des 

Autres, this translates to an open-ended conclusion, whereby the characters and the reader are all left with 
1 Sarah Till, ‘The Ethics behind the Ambiguity’, Simone de Beauvoir Studies 13 (1996), 165-183, p.172. All translations are au-
thors own. 
2 Simone de Beauvoir, Le sang des autres (Paris: Gallimard, 1945).
3 Yi-Ping Ong, ‘Simone de Beauvoir’s Theory of the Novel: the Opacity, Ambiguity, and Impartiality of Life’, Philosophy and 
Literature 39:2 (2015), 379-405, p.380.
4 Till, p.167.
5 Ong, p.388.
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a feeling of unease. Jean Blomart’s final words, that he is “d’accord” (310) do not absolve him of guilt for 

the potentially futile sacrifice that he is condoning. The protagonist may have arrived at a conclusion but, 

through the text’s and characters’ incessant contradictions, discussions and hypocrisies, Beauvoir never 

allows her reader the security of affirming the characters’ solution to an ethical problem. Just as in real life, 

there is no omniscient narrator in the novel to comfort us with guaranteed solutions and we are left to judge 

subjectively. Beauvoir includes an internal allusion to the importance of this approach: Jean criticises De-

nise’s writing for having “quelque chose à dire” but “ne souci[ant] pas beaucoup de la manière de le dire” 

(181), essentially for prescribing fully formed judgements (or solutions) to her reader.

Beauvoir destabilises our judgement of her characters, and by extent their decisions, through her 

inconsistent narrative voice. The novel is predominantly narrated by Jean in the first-person and our initial 

impression of Hélène is one of comparative naivety and solipsism; she is politically apathetic, mistakenly 

believing the Anschluss would lead to peace (170), and selfish, manipulating Jean into returning her af-

fections. However, she also displays a “vitality and spontaneity about her”6 and our brief insights into her 

first-person voice shows her to be less two-dimensional than we initially perceive. In a moment of realisa-

tion, Hélène looks in a mirror and has a “brève[ ] étincelle” (56). Later she has another moment of reflection 

where she realises her transience; “un jour cette présence ne sera plus sentie par personne” (67). Beauvoir 

offers no judgement of Hélène; we are forced to reconcile these moments of relative self-awareness with 

others of self-absorption; “Une fois qu’on est mort, à quoi ça sert d’avoir été généreux, héroïque et tout?” 

(171). By allowing us access to her thoughts, Beauvoir encourages us to sympathise with Hélène as complex 

and self-contradictory; undermining previous judgements we may have made of her as an object in Jean’s 

world and reminding us to view other characters as similarly changeable subjects.

Holveck argues that we see Hélène’s character begin to develop from her initial immaturity once 

we follow her truly removed from Jean’s framework, interacting with other women.7 We certainly witness 

Hélène’s world broadening and a subsequent revision of her position in it; it is whilst dancing with a Nazi 

soldier that Hélène has another insight when she “jeta un coup d’œil sur la glace” and steps outside her sub-

jectivity to see herself as an autre (other) who has the ability to impinge on others’ worlds (and, by extent, 

their freedom); “C’est bien moi. Elle se voyait […] C’est moi qu’ils voient” (275). At the end of the novel, 

Hélène compares herself to a stone, which “il en faut pour faire des routes” (307); she has reduced herself to 

an object with a purpose serving a greater cause, or an être-pour-autrui, whose existence is defined only by 

its effect on other beings. In portraying a character who undergoes such a dramatic transformation of per-

ception, Beauvoir shows that our soi is not stable and that we determine our own character through thoughts 
6 Terry Keefe, Simone de Beauvoir (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998), p.63.
7 Eleanore Holveck, ‘The Blood of Others: A Novel Approach to the Ethics of Ambiguity’, Hypatia, 14:4 (1999), 3-17, p.10.

and actions. Beauvoir avoids indulging an image of Hélène as a heroic sacrificial victim by tinging her death 

with the suggestion that her motivations were not truly authentic. Telling Jean “ce n’est pas à cause de toi” 

(299) before we hear her thought that she “l’aimerai[t] toujours” (300) leaves us feeling uneasy; suspicious 

of the incentive for her self-sacrifice, but, crucially, “allowing readers to fill in the gaps with their own con-

clusions”.8 Beauvoir neither glorifies nor dismisses Hélène’s final decision – she just presents it, leaving it as 

a problématique for us to judge.

 The most evident problématique that Le Sang des Autres confronts us with is whether Jean should 

continue working for the Résistance, despite innocent lives being lost whichever decision he makes. Al-

though this led Blanchot to categorise Le Sang des Autres as a ‘resistance novel’ with a “conclusion uni-

voque”,9 it is impossible to claim with any certainty that Jean’s decision is the ‘right one’ – by Beauvoir’s 

concession, or anyone else’s (it is worth remembering that Beauvoir wrote the novel before Hitler had been 

defeated). The novel’s retrospective narration serves to compromise the authority of Jean’s ultimate solution 

to his decision further; our knowledge of his inconsistent political affiliations and ideology calls into ques-

tion the long-term conviction of his decision in the narrative present. 

Furthermore, Jean’s mother objects to him joining the cause because “On n’a pas le droit, c’est un 

assassinat” (289); which Jean does not contradict. Instead he just walks away “devant [s]oi, criminal et 

résigné au crime” (290). The conclusion he eventually reaches is uncomfortable and reflects a philosophy 

that Beauvoir explored further in her essay Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté; that “An ethics of ambiguity 

posits freedom as a will to action and commitment”.10 In this essay she explores the argument that “ambigu-

ities and contradictions […] arise from our situatedness”11 and that “freedoms do conflict and violence is not 

only possible but at times is necessary”.12 Le Sang des Autres does not give us solutions to the problématique 

of when violence is justified – it simply gives one man’s conclusion to a specific personal and historical cir-

cumstance which may or may not turn out to be the ‘correct’ moral solution. By avoiding offering a convinc-

ingly decisive solution to Jean’s predicament, Beauvoir leaves room for the reader to judge Jean’s actions 

and thus reflect on the book’s “central problematic of guilt and responsibility”; themes particularly pertinent 

at the time of publication, in France in 1945.13 

 This central problématique is implied from the beginning of the novel by the book’s title and epi-

graph. The title is alluded to more than once by Jean as he considers his right to intervene in other people’s 

8 Till, p.172.
9 Alex Hughes, Le Sang des autres (Glasgow: University of Glasgow French and German Publications, 1995) p.29.
10 Holveck, p.15.
11 Ong, p.383.
12 Holveck, p.7.
13 Elizabeth Fallaize (ed.), The Novels of Simone de Beauvoir (London: Routledge, 1988) p.47.
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lives; during his pacifist phase he claims “C’est facile de payer avec le sang des autres” (169), an immediate-

ly disputable statement given his anguish in the narrative present, at the dying Hélène’s bedside. In this way, 

Beauvoir encourages the reader to engage with the book critically, allowing us to come to our own conclu-

sions through doubly reflected subjective thinking.14

A sense of guilt pervades Jean’s political evolution. He is affected by Jacques’ death because it re-

veals his capacity to impede others’ freedom; “Parce que j’existe […] Il aurait fallu ne jamais être” (12). This 

leads to his subsequent withdrawal from politics, which he comes to realise is untenable because he has an 

impact on other people whether he intends to or not; as Paul points out “Vous n’arriverez jamais à rien, parce 

que vous ne voulez pas payer” (169). This lesson in the inevitability of affecting people’s lives is mirrored 

at a personal level, when Jean’s detachment from Hélène’s advances indirectly leads to her traumatic abor-

tion and he concludes that “sa fuit avait bouleversé sa vie […] [elle] souffrai[t] à cause de [lui]” (127). His 

attempts to abdicate both political and personal responsibility result in failure; a theme that Davis argues 

is central to Le Sang des Autres as it “portrays the struggle of competing consciousnesses”,15 meaning – as 

Jean’s dilemma demonstrates – there is no objectively correct solution that could be given.

Jean’s sense of responsibility for others (first demonstrated by his anguish at Louise’s death) dogs 

his political persuasions as they swing from one extreme of interventionism to another. Jean’s involvement 

with the Communist Party ends because it has resulted in Jacques’ death and, without transition, he adopts a 

non-interventionist stance; “effacez-moi […] je n’agirai plus” (77). Through Jean’s inconsistent stance and 

constant reflections and realisations, Beauvoir demonstrates the limitations of committing to an ideology or 

dogmatic position, as they blind people to moral complexities, overriding doubt and thus authenticity. A sig-

nificant portion of the novel is spent debating Jean’s attempted self-containment. He views politics as “l’art 

d’agir sur les hommes du dehors” but Marcel argues “Ne pas faire de politique, c’est encore en faire” (79). 

Her dialogic articulation of debate allows Beauvoir to raise problématiques and argue in accessible language 

on both sides, without decisively resolving arguments or providing solutions. As debates between characters 

remain inconclusive, we become increasingly critical of the different approaches that Beauvoir’s characters 

lay out.

 Beauvoir uses Le Sang des Autres to raise other problématiques that she explored in subsequent 

philosophical writing. For instance, Jean realises that “Il devait agir sans garantie […] peut-être tout a été 

inutile ; peut-être je t’ai tuée [Hélène] pour rien” (245-246). Although he has made the decision that “Tout 

vaut mieux que le fascisme […] il faut agir pour ce qu’on veut” (245), he still cannot know with any certain-
14 Ong, p.385.
15 Davis, Colin. ‘Simone de Beauvoir’s Le Sang des autres and the Ethics of Failure’, Modern Language Review, 98:1 (1998), 
35-47, p.46.

ty that his actions will help to achieve this. This can be interpreted as a paradigm, showing that we can never 

know if the decisions we make or have made are the ‘right’ ones, because there is no objective standard by 

which to judge them. If a ‘solution’ is to be gleaned from Le Sang des Autres, then it is a paradoxical one: 

that there can be no hard-and-fast solutions. Every situation must be isolated and assessed with “A new jus-

tification […] each time one acts”.16 This can be used as an approach to solving ethical problems, but never 

constitutes Beauvoir giving straightforward solutions to her reader.

In conclusion, it is precisely because the novel cannot be summed up in a moral equation or a sys-

tematic approach, that Beauvoir so successfully uses Le Sang des Autres to demonstrate her moral philos-

ophy and the importance of engagement. The omission of an observateur priviligié means Beauvoir leaves 

her reader questioning, without the satisfaction of a revelatory denouement. The novel has a message of 

ambiguity – in fact the very opposite of solutions. We are left to reflect on its various problématiques, hav-

ing been taught that we can never reach guaranteed solutions, but that our doubt is a necessary condition of 

freedom.
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An investigation into the perceptions of Provençal and its speakers and their place in French society

Millie Hitchcock

 The importance of minority languages being considered a ‘language’ as opposed to a ‘dialect’ has been, and 

continues to be, a pertinent issue for many communities. In today’s society, we bear witness to many exist-

ing autochthonous linguistic varieties being threatened by assimilation to ‘majority’, or dominant, languag-

es. Provençal, originating in the South of France, is one such obsolescent variety which risks language death 

because of the powerful influence of standard French and the typically western phenomenon of preference of 

monolingual over plurilingual societies. The Provençal variety, which has very few remaining speakers (be 

that fluent or partial), is in fact the focus of many language revitalisation movements which aim to reverse its 

decline. The situation of Provençal in Provence epitomises how campaigns for linguistic rights aim to “libé-

rer une parole condamnée socialement”.1 That is to say, linguistic revitalisation represents more than just the 

survival of the language; its status reflects the social concerns of those who speak it. In order to understand 

the Provençal situation, this paper will first explore the factors surrounding the origins of its disappearance, 

then explain the movement which led to its renaissance, and finally draw comparisons between the current 

perceptions of the language, and the resultant social response.

It is important to note that Provençal currently constitutes part of the group of languages named les 

langues d’oc,2 one of the first groups to differentiate from Vulgar Latin. As Dante wrote  these groups were 

historically named for their manner of affirmation: “les uns disent òc, les autres oïl, les autres si.”3 Over time, 

these langues d’oc became increasingly different and the resulting evolution gave birth to many diverse variet-

ies, including Provençal. North of the Loire Valley, the speech of the king4 became the language of reference, 

whilst in the South, no centralised system of power existed allowing any particular linguistic variety to install 

itself as the single language of use, and thus the langues d’oc remained in the form of several differentiated 

varieties.5 An ideological and linguistic debate continues to divide the South of France to this day: on one 

side, the followers of Occitanisme, or Occitan nationalism, consider the langue d’oc as a single entity, within 

which Provençal exists as a sub-dialect; on the other side are the supporters of an ideology which advocates 

multiple langues d’oc, giving Provençal the status of a language in its own right. However, whilst its status as 

a language or a dialect is continually disputed, Provencal is never judged against normative French by those 

who come from Provence themselves – the Provençaux – and Provençal is therefore never seen as less of a 

‘language’ than French by its speakers. 

 The gradual decline of Provençal began in 1468, when what is now commonly referred to as French 
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was introduced as the administrative language in Provence. This laid the foundations for the centralist ideol-

ogy upon which France is built as a Nation-State, an ideology within which the French language continues to 

play a fundamental role.6 In the sixteenth century, the legitimisation of French as the sole language of France 

instilled it with a superior status of explicit officiality, and further operated as an invalidation of the langues 

de France, or as they are also known, France’s regional minority languages.7 A “situation diglossique modé-

rée”8 was thus put in place between French and Provençal, meaning that each language took on a situational 

function: French was spoken in situations of formality, and Provençal became the non-prestige variety spoken 

in the home. This phenomenon introduced an initial invalidation of Provençal. French, being the prestigious 

linguistic variety used by the bourgeoisie and the aristocracy, left Provençal to be associated with the working 

classes, and as such it came to be perceived as less legitimate. 

 However, the publication Statistique du département des Bouches-du-Rhône9 of 1826 attests to the 

Provençaux remaining attached to their language despite the diglossia of over two centuries, and the region 

remained dominantly provençalophone until the nineteenth century. In 1881, at the time of Jules Ferry’s edu-

cational decree that “le français sera seul en usage dans l’école”,10 the regional minority languages were con-

demned to disappear. It was at this moment that Provençal became a language stigmatised by the bourgeoisie, 

particularly those from the North. In effect, Provençal was labelled as ‘patois’, a derogatory term, Dawson ex-

plains, used in France to describe any language other than standard French which serves to stigmatise the lan-

guage of a community which is judged to be inferior than your own.11 This stigmatisation provoked Provençal 

speakers to feel ashamed of their language and propagated the idea that the adoption of a more highly valued 

language – at the detriment of their own – would be for the ‘greater good’. It was only in the Post-War period 

that, due to institutional restraints on the use of Provençal and a large migratory influx of monolingual French 

speakers, standard French attained its widespread acceptance in Provence, and as such the use of Provençal 

fell in a spectacular fashion. 

In today’s society, Provençal has no real official status, outside of its recognition as part of the national 

heritage as a regional minority language. It has more of a symbolic status, with street names written in both 
6 Philippe Blanchet, ‘Problèmes méthodologiques de l’évaluation des pratiques socio-linguistiques en langues « régionales » ou 
« minoritaires » : l’exemple de la situation en France’, in Langage et société, 69 (1994), 93-106 (p.93).
7 Patrick Sauzet, ‘Occitan : de l’importance d’être une langue’, in Cahiers de l’Observatoire des pratiques linguistiques, (2012 , 
pp.87-106 (p.100).
8 “A moderate situation of diglossia” (translation by author)
Philippe Blanchet, ‘Le bilinguisme provençal-français en Provence aujourd’hui : Analyse et synthèse’, in Langues, cultures et iden-
tités régionales en Provence. La Métaphore de l’aïoli, (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2002), pp.1-30 (p.4).
9 Bouches-du-Rhône Regional Statistics
Christophe de Villeneuve, Statistique du département des Bouches-du-Rhône, (1826), pp.197-198.
10 “Only French will be used in schools” (translation by author)
Jules Ferry, ‘Règlement scolaire modèle des écoles primaires, pour servir à la rédaction des règlements départementaux’, in L’en-
seignement du Français à l’école primaire – Textes officiels, (Paris: Institut national de recherche pédagogique, 1881), p.80.
11 Alain Dawson, ‘« L’patois s’apprind tout seu » : les pièges de l’enseignement du picard’, in Études de linguistique appliquée, 
136.4 (2004), 487-498 (p.493).

French and Provençal on signage for instance.12 This could be seen, however, as a flimsy attempt by the State 

to appease regionalist militants calling for more official recognition of the language. In the same vein, there 

exists no official census that recognises the regional minority languages, and it is only thanks to independent 

surveys that we are able to recognise the 500,000-700,00013 speakers in France of recent years. This institu-

tional ‘indifference’ embodies the indolence of the State towards Provençal: if we don’t count the speakers, 

can we pretend they don’t exist? A widespread tendency must be noted when it comes to attempting to survey 

the speakers of Provençal (and other regional minority languages for that matter) in which they conceal any 

knowledge of their ‘patois’, in order to avoid pejorative judgement on the part of the interviewer.14 This reac-

tion is arguably brought about by the negative perception of Provençal as a less prestigious and less legitimate 

language, and by the shame which arises as a result. Provençal has always been stigmatised in comparison to 

French, and the obsolescence of Provençal has been engendered by its perceived inferiority, which has in turn 

contributed to its almost non-existent official status. 

As illustrated above, Provençal is habitually labelled a ‘patois’, which illustrates well the idea of a tru-

ly ‘minority’ language when compared with ‘majority’ French. This comparison has in fact created what could 

be termed a sympathy movement: the French state refuses the Provençaux their essential right to speak their 

language, and as such to uphold their culture.15 Above all else, this oppression has provoked a response in the 

form of regionalist and linguistic claim movements, to which the people of Provence continually give their 

support, even in the strongly ‘de-provençalised’ society that we see today. Furthermore, we see a rediscovery 

of an erudite interest in the language by the middle classes who have been attracted by the sociocultural his-

tory of the region. Founded in 1854 by the illustrious Frédéric Mistral and Joseph Roumanille, the Félibrige 

is one of the first linguistic revitalisation movements worldwide and has since become synonymous with the 

struggle, lending its name to Felibrism, the noun designating any linguistic revitalisation movement supported 

by literature. The Félibrige was the most prominent movement of the time and continues to fight today against 

the ‘frenchification’ of the region. 

In 1868, Mistral summed up the central ideology of the Félibrige as: “nous voulons que nos garçons 

continuent de parler la langue de la terre, la langue où ils sont maîtres, la langue où ils sont fiers, où ils sont 

forts, où ils sont libres.”16 Their goal was to resuscitate a sense of pride in being Provençal, and it was for this 
12 Philippe Blanchet, ‘Le provençal, essai de description sociolinguistique et différentielle’, in Institut de Linguistique de Louvain, 
(Louvain: Peeters, 1992), p.224.
13 Blanchet, ‘Le bilinguisme provençal-français en Provence aujourd’hui : Analyse et synthèse’, p.10.
14 Blanchet, ‘Problèmes méthodologiques de l’évaluation des pratiques socio-linguistiques en langues « régionales » ou « mi-
noritaires » : l’exemple de la situation en France’, p.97.
15 Yan Lespoux, ‘Aux origines de la revendication occitaniste en faveur de l’enseignement de la langue d’oc : les propositions du 
Nouveau Languedoc et d’Occitania’, in Lengas, 65 (2009), 1-14 (p.3).
16 “We want for our sons to keep speaking the language of our land, the language of which they are masters, the language of 
which they are proud, where they are strong, where they are free.” (translation by author)
Cited in Philippe Martel, ‘L’impossible politique linguistique occitaniste’, in L’école française et l’occitan : le sourd et le bègue, 
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reason that Mistral and Roumanille codified a written standard, as up until that point no norm had existed. The 

orthographical system, known from that point on as the norme Mistralienne, the Mistralian norm, continues to 

be a central tenet of the movement.17 Standardisation allows a language a means through which it can express 

itself, thus facilitating high spheres of art, such as poetry, to thrive within the language. In the case of Provençal, 

the orthographical system gave the language a more legitimate social status, and accordingly the high society 

of Paris began to have more respect for the language. Although Mistral and Roumanille had a unified vision 

for the langue d’oc in the singular, according to at least 90% of Provençaux nowadays,18 Provençal is a distinct 

language in the domain of the langues d’oc. We see in dictionaries, for instance, a perception of Provençal as 

an independent language: bilingual French-Provençal dictionaries support polymorphic linguistic variation 

within the Provençal domain itself, but such dictionaries remain almost exclusively within the bounds of the 

Provençal-speaking space, and as such do not cross over into any other distinct linguistic domain.19

Controversially, in 1951, the Deixonne Act legalised the teaching of some regional languages. This 

included Occitan, but not Provençal. Consequently, today we see Provençal struggling against both ‘french-

ification’ and ‘occitanisation’. The grassroots organisation Lou Collectif Prouvènçau20 aims to legitimise 

Provençal as a language in its own right through the promotion of the Mistralian orthography, their regionalist 

policy being supported this year by politician Bernard Reynes. In an article for national news outlet France 

Info, Reynes was reported to have proposed a law to the National Assembly for the official recognition of 

Provençal, in particular, the “système orthographique mis en œuvre par Frédéric Mistral donnant au provençal 

parlé et écrit son statut de langue à part entière”.21 The strong mobilisation of the region as a whole around 

this proposition demonstrates their attachment to their linguistic heritage. Furthermore, this attempt bolsters 

the idea that an official status symbolises a certain validity in the eyes of the Provençaux, which allows the 

language its own survival without being assimilated to Occitan. This increased visibility of the Provençal 

claim has engendered a recent growth in official recognition of the regional minority languages of France, 

and a mobilisation of the State towards linguistic rights has begun to reintroduce Provençal in a marginal but 

nonetheless ever more institutionalised manner.

(Montpellier: Presses universitaires de la Méditerranée, 2007), pp.49-68 (p.50).
17 Domergue Sumien, ‘Les langues romanes centrales vers une nouvelle convergence : catalan, occitan, aragonais, aguiainais (poite-
vin-saintongeais)’, in Hápax: Revista de la Sociedad de Estudios de Lengua y Literatura. 6 (2013), 135-163 (p.145).
18 Blanchet, ‘Le provençal, essai de description sociolinguistique et différentielle’, p.224.
19 Jean-Claude Bouvier, ‘Identité provençales et représentations de la langue d’oc dans quelques dictionnaires provençaux des 
XVIIIe et XIXe siècles’, in Récits d’Occitanie, ed. by Jean-Claude Bouvier and Jean-Noël Pelen (Aix-en-Provence: Presses univer-
sitaires de Provence, 2005), pp.131-142 (p.139).
20 In standard French, Le Collectif Provençal: The Provençal Collective
21 “The orthographical system put into place by Frédéric Mistral giving to spoken and written Provençal a status of its own.” 
(translation by author)
Hélène Bouyé, ‘Le député Bernard Reynes veut une loi pour reconnaître le provençal comme langue de France’, France info, 2018 
<https://france3-regions.francetvinfo.fr/provence-alpes-cote-d-azur/alpes-maritimes/provence/bernard-reynes-veut-loi-reconnais-
sance-du-provencal-langue-france-1443967.html> [accessed 4 November 2018].

According to Costa, languages play the role of an ideological “fétiche”22 in order to provoke discourse 

surrounding questions of identity and class issues in the face of globalisation. Languages, he states, function 

as a “catégorie disponible”23 and are therefore symbolic in their articulation of social demands. Contemporary 

militant movements endeavour to promote cultural diversity in the face of an economic and cultural globalisa-

tion which itself propagates the stigmatisation of minority groups.24 In other words, a language is a fundamen-

tal trait of identification: in Provence, the language has become emblematic of the regional identity. Cultural 

globalisation brings with it many phenomena including the fading of traditions and traditional ways of life. In 

combatting this globalisation, such movements for linguistic revitalisation defend their cultural heritage. For 

them, an official status not only represents linguistic equality, but also cultural equality. 

Today, a sense of regional belonging in Provence is flourishing. Practically speaking, the use of 

Provençal is not very active, however as a cultural marker it is transmitted dynamically. Blanchet proposes 

that the way of speaking standard French in Provence is emblematic of this phenomenon: as a result of the 

close contact of the two linguistic varieties, the phonological and morphosyntactic influence of Provençal has 

allowed a highly regionalised form of French to evolve.25 This regionalised French has become the norm and 

manifests itself most visibly in the form of the Midi accent. Even if the majority of the Provençaux are mono-

lingual French speakers, their ‘provençalised’ French is symbolic of their Provençal identity, embodying what 

the language represents. Elsewhere in France, however, the perception of Provençal26 is not as clear as within 

Provence itself: “le problème avec l’accent c’est qu’il n’est pas perçu de la même façon ici et ailleurs”.27 A 

blog post by Anaïs et Pedro demonstrates this opposition in an accessible manner:

Quand les gens viennent ici et entendent des papis, assis à une table en jouant au rami, pastis à la 

main et discutant entre eux, ça représente les vacances, le dépaysement, la carte postale merveilleuse 

du sud… par contre lorsqu’un Marseillais arrive à Paris et commence à parler ce n’est plus la même 

chose… ça ne fait pas très « intelligent » … tu es mis directement dans une catégorie et il existe même 

des leçons pour le perdre. 28

22 “Talisman” (translation by author)
James Costa, ‘Sauver la langue ? Deux siècles de renaissantismes linguistiques en Provence’, in Langage et Société, 145.3 (2013), 
15-34 (p.31).
23 “Free category” (translation by author)
Costa, James, ‘Enjeux sociaux de la revitalisation linguistique’, in Langage et Société, 145.3 (2013), 7-14 (p.7).
24 Ibid., p.10.
25  Blanchet, ‘Le bilinguisme provençal-français en Provence aujourd’hui : Analyse et synthèse’, p.13.
26 ‘Provençal’ in its quality as a cultural marker, which includes ‘provençalised’ French
27 The problem with the accent is that it’s not perceived the same way here as it is elsewhere (translation by author)
Anaïs, Pedro, ‘L’accent de Provence : chantant et sympathique’, My Provence, 2018 <http://www.myprovence.fr/article/l-accent> 
[accessed 22 October 2018]
28 “When people come here and they hear granddads sitting round a table playing rami [a traditional provençal card game], 
pastis in hand [a typical provençal drink], talking amongst themselves, it represents the holidays, a change of scene, the wonder-
ful postcard picture of the South… But when a Marseillaise arrives in Paris and starts talking it’s no longer the same thing... It 
doesn’t sound very ‘smart’... You’re put into a category and told to lose the accent.” (translation by author)
Ibid.
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A dichotomy of perception is thus produced: on the one hand, Provençal is highly valued, on the other, stig-

matised. 

 Sauzet judges that this perception of prestige comes from the only Provençal institution celebrated 

throughout France, literature.29 The prestige of the Troubadours in the Middle-Ages, the literary renaissance 

of the Félibrige era and the Nobel Prize for Literature awarded to Frédéric Mistral in 1904 all gave a form of 

validation to Provençal, bringing it to the wider public which in turn advanced its social status, elevating it 

beyond its traditional associations with lay usage in Provence. Consequently, Provençal brought itself a sort of 

legitimate culture which in turn brought to it a support of legitimacy. This discourse, upon which the Félibrige 

based itself, continues to instrumentalise literature in order to allow the language to reach the upper echelons 

of French society. On the contrary, we see a perception of Provençal as ‘patois’ spoken by countryfolk, or by 

the youth of Marseille. In defining Provençal as such, the status of the language is invalidated. Reposing upon 

the previous section, we must also recognise that the debate on the labelling of Provençal as a dialect of Occi-

tan, or as a language in its own right also reflects this invalidation. The status of ‘dialect’ can be considered a 

politically correct synonym for ‘patois’, which further refuses the Provençaux a recognition of the validity of 

their own community. Blanchet states that the regionalist responses provoked by this refusal are not limited to 

militant associations, and that we also see responses on a political level. 30

 The above blog quotation effectively illustrates the way in which Parisians demean the Marseillaise, 

and how the feeling of inferiority imposed upon them has engendered the meridional phenomenon of ‘anti-pa-

risianism’. This feeling manifested itself overtly after the collapse of a block of buildings on the 5 November 

2018 in Marseille, in which eight people were tragically killed. Following the event, numerous articles were 

published condemning the gentrification of Marseille, a phenomenon emblematic of the ‘frenchification’ of 

the French centralist regime. According to the site Marseille infos autonomes, the mayor has given priority in 

recent years to making the city centre “propre et riche”31 for tourists who come mostly from the North, and to 

“virer les pauvres du centre”.32 

This evident hostility towards the Northern part of France, particularly Paris, is engendered by their 

condescendence towards the Midi and its culture. The collective representations of the Southern French pro-

voke the existence of this type of opposition, that is to say, anti-parisianism. Their language, in terms of being 

a cultural marker, is one of the most visible elements illustrating regional identity. According to Blanchet, we 
29 Sauzet, ‘Occitan : de l’importance d’être une langue’, p.97.
30 Blanchet, ‘Le bilinguisme provençal-français en Provence aujourd’hui : Analyse et synthèse’, p.11.
31 “Clean and rich” (translation by author)
Marseille infos autonomes, Insalubrité, gentrification : même combat !, 2018 <https://mars-infos.org/insalubrite-gentrifica-
tion-meme-3497> [accessed 20 November 2018]
32 “Wipe out the poor people from the centre” (translation by author)
Ibid.

cannot have a perception of the language itself, but rather the use of the language, and thus its speakers.33 It 

is therefore appropriate to link the way in which people from elsewhere in France view the Provençaux, with 

the representation made on their behalf: the heavily caricaturised, overly-stereotyped accent demonstrates 

how language is inextricably linked with the perception of people. In other terms, the perception of Provençal 

as a linguistic entity equals a perception of the people who speak it, and so the invalidation of Provençal by 

France34 equals an invalidation of the Provençal people. This in turn has led the Provençaux to feel a sense of 

resentment towards those who condescend them.

Taking everything into account, the stigmatisation of the Provençal language represents much more 

than simply a language that has been disregarded in favour of normative French. Whilst we are bearing wit-

ness to an increasing amount of official recognition of Provençal, there is still a divided perception of the 

language and so of its speakers across France. The language is emblematic of the social issues the Provençaux 

face every day, and the question of its official status embodies the flippancy of the French state towards this 

community, put into action many centuries ago with the centralist ideology of France. The disappearance of 

autochthonous varieties thanks to assimilatory regimes remains a relevant question today and the Provençal 

linguistic revitalisation movement is driven by preoccupations about the place and the role of language in the 

contemporary world. 
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Theories of Genre and Women in Italy in Roberta Torre’s Angela (2002) and Francesca Comencini’s 

Un giorno speciale (2012)

Sara Hill

A genre film can be ‘imagined as an example of the overall genre, replicating the generic prototype in all ba-

sic characteristics’1. These characteristics include genre conventions such as plot elements, themes, iconog-

raphy and film techniques including lighting or music. However, ‘unlike auteur or art cinema, [genre films 

involve] the use of stars and high production values, expressly aimed at maximizing box office takings in 

eras of cinema-going as a major form of mass entertainment’2. The repetitive nature of the genre film, along 

with its identity as a commodity for profit and its belonging to popular culture, encourages some critics to 

dismiss its ability to demonstrate and critique social issues. Yet, Negra contends that ‘genre cinema has long 

been understood as revealing cultural anxieties’3 while Hall states that ‘popular culture is a site where collec-

tive social understandings are created’4.

This paper will analyse two genre films, highlighting their capacity to reveal and critique cultural 

anxieties and social issues concerning the position and experiences of Italian women. The first film to be 

discussed is Torre’s Angela 5, a Mafia film that also uses the techniques of film noir. The film follows An-

gela (played by Donatella Finocchiaro), a Sicilian woman who participates in her husband’s drug-dealing 

business and dangerously falls in love with his mob-associate Masino (played by Andrea di Stefano). An-

gela ‘can be read as a critical commentary on the circumstances of women who live in a deeply patriarchal 

community’6. Firstly, I shall investigate this statement through analysing the lack of female voice and sur-

veillance within the film in relation to the genre conventions expected. I shall then discuss the use of space 

within the film which demonstrates a hope of empowerment for Mafia women. The second film that will be 

discussed is Comencini’s Un giorno speciale7 (A Special Day, 2012), a romantic comedy that also includes 

genre conventions of the drama. The film follows the young Gina (played by Giulia Valentini) on her way 

to a meeting with an important politician. On the way, Marco (played by Filippo Scicchitano), the man 

who has been sent to drive her, partakes in the youthful and adventurous activities that she asks him to take 

her to. While the film includes stereotypical conventions of the rom-com, a genre that ‘scholars and critics 

1 Rick Altman, Film/Genre (London: BFI Publishing, 1999), p. 18
2 Maggie Günsberg, Italian Cinema: Gender and Genre (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), p. 3.
3 Diane Negra, ‘Neoliberal Frames and Genres of Inequality: Recession-era Chick Flicks and Male-Centred Corporate Melodra-
ma’, European Journal of Cultural Studies, 16(3) (2013), pp. 344-361 (p. 350).
4 Stuart Hall, ‘The rediscovery of ideology: the return of the repressed in media studies’, in Culture, Society and the Media, ed. 
By Tony Bennett, James Curran, Michael Gurevitch, and Janet Wollacott, (London: Routledge, 2009) (p.137).
5 Angela dir. by Roberta Torre (Italy: Ministero per i Beni e le attività culturali, 2002) [on DVD].
6 Áine O’Healy, ‘Anthropological Anxieties: Roberta Torre’s Critique of Mafia Violence’, in Visions of Struggle in Women’s Film-
making in the Mediterranean, ed. By Flavia Laviosa (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010) pp. 83-104 (p. 96).
7 Un giorno special, dir. by Francesca Comencinini (Italy: Palomar, 2012) [on DVD].
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alike disparage...by assuming a largely female consumption’8, I shall analyse how Un giorno speciale por-

trays postfeminist beliefs. Lastly, I shall argue that the film expresses Italian feminist views as Comencini 

condones the exploitation of women in Italian society, referring to the exploitation of women in the media, 

before concluding that the two genre films discussed not only demonstrate their ability to reveal and cri-

tique social issues, but they also demonstrate a potential for genre films to bring something new to the table 

through ‘exploiting familiar conventions in novel ways’9.

In Torre’s Mafia film, the subjugation of Mafia women is demonstrated through a lack of female 

voice as the protagonist Angela ‘has little dialogue in the film’10. This is emphasised by the exploitation of a 

film noir genre convention: the ‘extensive use of voice-over’11. The use of this film noir technique is signif-

icant as the audience anticipates the use of personal narrative in the audio overlay. Instead, Torre modifies 

the usual voice-over convention by incorporating the police recordings of Angela’s voice organising drug 

deals and romantic meetings with her lover Masino instead of her direct thoughts. This is most striking 

when Masino and Angela are shown travelling in the car together after they have begun their affair. Instead 

of Angela’s thoughts about her transgressive behaviour, the voice-over audio includes a police recording of 

her previous phone call to Masino. This use of non-diegetic sound demonstrates a lack of female agency as 

Angela’s voice is presented through recorded conversation instead of her direct thoughts, reflecting the way 

in which Mafia women ‘are obliged to be invisible, and their autonomy is overshadowed’12. 

The audio overlay of Angela’s private messages also demonstrates a theme of surveillance, which 

is further portrayed through cinematography. When Angela visits the market and subsequently carries out a 

deal, Masino spies on her through the gaps of wooden crates. The camera is unsteady and realistic, suggest-

ing the use of a handheld camera. This use of a handheld camera suggests the action of spying and allows 

the viewer to assume Masino’s voyeuristic position. Not only does this cinematography contribute to a feel-

ing of surveillance, the use of chiaroscuro lighting, a visual technique of film noir, creates a sense of anxiety 

as Angela is partially lit and partially in shadow. The unsteady camera, the contrast between shadows and 

lighting, and the positioning of Angela as the object of Masino’s spying demonstrates how Angela ‘is under 

surveillance, and is the persistent object of the male gaze’13. The position of Angela as an object of the male 

gaze highlights the unequal status of women within the Mafia and reflects the environment they lived in 
8 Tamar Jeffers McDonald, Romantic Comedy: Boy Meets Girl Meets Genre (London: Wallflower, 2007), p. 16.
9 Diane Negra, ‘Neoliberal Frames and Genres of Inequality: Recession-era Chick Flicks and Male-Centred Corporate Melodra-
ma’, European Journal of Cultural Studies, 16:3 (2013), 344-361 (p. 350).
10 Catherine O’Rawe, ‘Roberta Torre’s Angela: The Mafia and the Woman’s film’, in Mafia Movies: a Reader, ed. by Dana Renga 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011) pp. 329- 337 (p. 333).
11 Steven M. Sanders, ‘Film Noir and the Meaning of Life’, in The Philosophy of Film Noir, ed. by Mark T. Conard (Kentucky: 
University Press of Kentucky, 2006) (p. 96).
12 Dana Renga, Unfinished Business: Screening the Italian Mafia in the New Millennium, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2013), p. 53.
13 Ibid., p. 58.

whereby they had to conform to ‘codes of conduct that demand compulsory fidelity for women and exagger-

ated virility for men’14. Torre’s use of the theme of surveillance and a lack of violence to highlight the subju-

gated position of Mafia women proves that as a genre film, Angela cannot be dismissed as only trivial as it 

reveals societal anxieties concerning the subjugation of women involved in the Italian mafia. 

   Contrasting Torre’s portrayal of the surveillance of Mafia women, the potential for female empower-

ment is portrayed in Angela using space. Whilst O’Rawe15 argues that by meeting Masino at the port, Angela 

is punished for her breach of the spatial boundaries allotted to her by the Mafia, I argue that Angela’s lack of 

a presence in domestic spaces and the freedom she experiences in exterior spaces, where she is ‘permitted 

to make her repetitive journeys’16 demonstrates a potential for empowerment. Angela is only filmed within 

the interior of her home twice. Firstly, she is filmed in her bathroom after her kiss with Masino, and near the 

end of the film Masino’s lawyer delivers her a letter at home. This demonstrates a rejection of the belief that 

women should stay within ‘the private, domestic feminine sphere [as] the public space in Italy has tradi-

tionally been coded as masculine’17. Moreover, Angela asserts her agency as she makes a drug delivery that 

isn’t due until the next day, stating ‘voglio uscire’ (I want to go out). The freedom experienced by Angela 

when walking through the streets of Palermo is demonstrated using non-diegetic music, contrasting the 

silence and male-dominated dialogue of the shoe shop. The sequence is accompanied by a piano piece in the 

style of a waltz, allowing the viewer a feeling of relaxation and enjoyment. The contrast in mood between 

the male-dominated space of the shop and the streets of Palermo highlights the significance of Angela’s 

choice to make drug deals and implies an acquired sense of freedom and empowerment. Torre’s use of space 

demonstrates a potential for female empowerment, proving that Angela critiques patriarchal beliefs concern-

ing Italian women. Therefore, Angela sustains the argument that genre films are not merely trivial, but in fact 

reveal social issues. 

In Un giorno speciale, Comencini portrays postfeminist ideas concerning female empowerment 

through consumerism. Ferriss states that ‘makeover films are a dependable subgenre of chick flicks’18. This 

subgenre is highlighted as Comencini’s film begins with a montage of different cosmetic rituals, as Gina re-

ceives a makeover from her mother. Gina’s personal empowerment through her makeover is shown through 

a shot of her kissing herself in the bathroom mirror. Gina is lit from above in this shot by warm-toned light-

ing, giving a sense of comfort and admiration, demonstrating her new-found self-esteem from her appear-

ance. The inclusion of a mirror in the mise-en-scène creates the image of two women kissing, despite it 
14 Ibid., p. 52.
15 Catherine O’Rawe, ‘Roberta Torre’s Angela: The Mafia and the Woman’s film’, in Mafia Movies: a Reader, ed. by Dana Renga 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011) pp. 329- 337.
16 Ibid., p. 331.
17 Jacqueline Reich, Beyond the Latin Lover (Bloomington: Indiana university Press, 2004) p. 4.
18 Suzanne Ferriss, Chick Flicks: Contemporary women at the movies (London: Routledge, 2008) p. 41.
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being just Gina and her own reflection. This signals a sense of female appreciation and demonstrates that she 

feels sexually desirable. The scene continues as Rocco (played by Rocco Miglionicco), her mother’s friend, 

styles her hair. Rocco, a countertenor, sings: ‘Lascia ch’io pianga’ from Handel’s opera Rinaldo. This use of 

diegetic music creates an empowering and dignified mood, allowing Gina to feel beautiful and important. 

Gill states that ‘a makeover paradigm constitutes postfeminist media culture’19. This is due to the fact that 

‘notions of choice, of ‘being oneself’ and ‘pleasing oneself’ are central to the postfeminist sensibility’20. Gi-

na’s empowerment through her makeover demonstrates postfeminist beliefs as she chooses to please herself 

through perfecting her appearance, thus enhancing her sexual desirability. 

Gina subsequently continues her makeover throughout the day. However, instead of following her 

mother’s instructions, she creates her own personal style through consumerism. This demonstrates how 

post-feminism is ‘anchored in consumption as a strategy for the production of the self’21. Gina rebelliously 

decides to get a tattoo of a shark, a symbol of violence. The low-angle shot of Gina’s reaction as she gets 

the tattoo shows her grimacing, as she tries to be brave and not show the pain she is in. This shot then pans 

to the left, showing Marco’s reaction as he watches nervously, scratching his neck. After the tattoo sequence 

Gina giggles with Marco saying ‘ho avuto veramente paura’ (I was really scared). The image of the shark, 

and the bravery shown by Gina during the process allows Gina to reject femininity, however the action of 

getting a tattoo also allows her to flirt in a girly manner with Marco.  The tattoo sequence therefore demon-

strates how Gina represents ‘the postmodern feminist, for she is neither trapped in femininity (pre-feminist), 

nor rejecting of it (feminist)’22 supporting ‘the [postfeminist] notion that all our practices are freely chosen 

[and] women [are] autonomous agents no longer constrained by any inequalities or power imbalances what-

soever’23. Comencini’s portrayal of Gina’s empowerment and her formation of a personal identity through 

consumerism highlights postfeminist beliefs such as free choice and pleasing oneself. As a result of the post-

feminist ideas expressed in Un giorno speciale it is clear that the rom-com has the potential to reveal ideas 

regarding female empowerment, meaning that the genre film cannot be dismissed as entirely trivial.

Un giorno speciale further reveals social issues concerning Italian women as it condemns the ex-

ploitation of women within the media. The sequence at the end of the film denounces the experience of 

‘young women aspiring to work in television [that] were exchanging sex for money and/or placements in 

19 Rosalind Gill, ‘Postfeminist media culture: Elements of a sensibility’, European Journal of Cultural Studies, 10:2 (2007), pp. 
147-166 (p. 156).
20 Ibid., p. 153.
21 Yvonne Tasker, and Diane Negra, Interrogating Postfeminism: Gender and the Politics of Popular Culture (Durham [N.C]: 
Duke University Press, 2007), p. 2.
22 Charlotte Brunsdon, Screen Tastes: Soap Opera to Satellite Dishes (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 87.
23 Rosalind Gill, ‘Postfeminist media culture: Elements of a sensibility’, European Journal of Cultural Studies, 10:2 (2007), pp. 
147-166 (p. 153).

television with high-ranking men in politics and the TV industry’24. After Gina’s sexual experience with the 

congressman, she is shown in a bathroom. Contrasting the use of a mirror in the makeover scene, she is lit 

from above by a harsh white light. This use of lighting suggests a condemnation of her experience, support-

ing Comencini’s ‘explicitly feminist message, exhorting young women…not to sell their beauty short’25. 

Moreover, the use of diegetic sound in the shot is significant as the muffled sound of the congressman’s tele-

vision fades into the sound of Gina’s heavy, distressed breathing. This use of sound exposes the psychologi-

cal trauma caused by sexual exploitation and the role of television in the mistreatment of Italian women. The 

denunciation of the treatment of Gina through lighting and sound represents the beliefs of the ‘2011-2012…

high profile feminist campaign ‘Se non ora, quando?’, within Italy and beyond, [that] mobilized the mass 

protest of a generation of women appalled by…the scandals surrounding then Prime Minister Berlusconi and 

a series of much younger women’26. The movement’s fight against the exploitation of women in the Italian 

media is represented in the film as Comencini demonstrates Gina’s distressing experience, encouraging the 

viewer to reassess their opinion on the matter. 

Comencini expresses further support for the beliefs of the ‘Se non ora, quando?’ movement in the 

final sequence of the film as Marco drives Gina home. The narrative encourages the viewer to feel frustrated 

and angry as the couple’s relationship has been ruined, contrasting the expected rom-com genre conven-

tion of the happy ending. The lack of narrative resolution encourages a feeling of incompletion, leaving the 

viewer to further contemplate and critique Italian society’s exploitation of women. This significant rejection 

of the happy ending is emphasised by the performance, cinematography and music of the final scene. After 

their ‘giorno speciale’ that has included flirting and emotional discourse, performance typical of the rom-

com, the couple should have a positive rapport. However, there is a distance between them as they sit in 

silence and Gina sits in the back of the car, unlike before when she sat in the front alongside Marco. More-

over, a feeling of distance is created through cinematography as the sequence is filmed from the outside of 

the car only and the protagonists are only viewed through the window individually, instead of in the same 

shot. The sequence is accompanied by a recording of Cecilia Bartoli singing ‘Lascia ch’io pianga’, the very 

same aria used during the makeover scene. This encourages a reflection on what has happened throughout 

the whole film; the non-diegetic music is very emotive and highlights a lack of discourse between the pro-

tagonists. The use of the mezzo-soprano voice instead of the countertenor in this scene creates a richer, dark-

er sound, generating a more solemn and desolate mood in order to condemn Italian society’s mistreatment of 

24 Danielle Hipkins, ‘The Showgirl Effect: Adolescent Girls and (Precarious) Technologies of Sexiness in Contemporary Italian 
Cinema’, in International Cinema and the Girl, ed. by Fiona Handyside and Kate Taylor-Jones (Houndmill: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2016), p. 22.
25 Ibid., p. 26.
26 Danielle Hipkins, ‘Of Postfeminist Girls and Fireflies: Consuming Rome in Un giorno speciale’, in Forum Italicum, 50:1 
(2016), pp. 166-82 (p. 168).
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women. The way in which the final sequence condemns women’s exploitation shows that the romantic com-

edy ‘has managed to transform and adapt itself to social change…it has remained alert to its cultural context, 

which invariably found itself incorporated into its narrative plots’27, proving that it cannot be dismissed as it 

is a genre film. 

In conclusion, from analysing the way in which Torre’s mafia film Angela, and Comencini’s romantic 

comedy Un giorno speciale reveal social issues concerning women by using genre conventions, I argue that 

genre films cannot be dismissed as trivial as they critique inequality within cultures and expose the beliefs 

of movements that focus on female empowerment. Torre uses a lack of voice and the theme of surveillance 

by exploiting features typical of film noir such as the voice-over narrative, chiaroscuro lighting and an 

atmosphere of scrutiny to demonstrate the subjugation of women within the patriarchal culture of the Italian 

mafia. Moreover, Torre uses space to highlight a potential for female empowerment as Angela rejects the 

traditional expectation of women to stay within the domestic sphere. Comencini exploits the romantic com-

edy genre convention of the makeover scene to reveal postfeminist beliefs concerning female empowerment 

through pleasing oneself. In addition, Gina’s creation of a personal style through consumerism combining 

femininity and rebellious features exposes the postfeminist prioritisation of consumption in producing the 

self as an autonomous woman. Above all Comencini’s film condemns the exploitation of women in Italian 

media by not providing the expected romantic comedy genre convention of the happy ending, and instead 

expressing the beliefs of the ‘se non ora, quando?’ feminist movement thus demonstrating the trauma caused 

by Gina’s experience. Torre and Comencini’s genre films cannot be dismissed as trivial, as they reveal social 

and cultural anxieties concerning women’s subjugation and empowerment. As argued in this paper, genre 

films often exploit, and sometimes reject, familiar genre conventions in novel ways to create an impact on 

the viewer. 
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To what extent can viralatismo explain the political and cultural landscape of contemporary Brazil?

Rupert Comer

In 1958, the Brazilian writer and dramatist, Nelson Rodrigues, coined the term “mongrel complex” (‘com-

plexo de vira-latas’ or viralatismo, in Portuguese) to explain Brazil’s humiliating defeat in the World Cup 

final eight years earlier.1 Much more than a theory about football, viralatismo described a supposed sense of 

inferiority felt by Brazilians with respect to the rest of the world. Over time, the idea that Brazil, a tropical 

and multiracial country, would always occupy a subaltern position politically and culturally speaking, turned 

into a powerful discourse. Debates around race, culture and corruption are frequently marked by this way of 

thinking about the nation. However, in the wake of a growing nationalist and protectionist movement, exem-

plified by the election of extreme-right President Jair Bolsonaro (and elsewhere by Brexit and the election 

of Donald Trump), it would be interesting to reconsider the relevance of viralatismo in describing contem-

porary Brazil. Through a discussion of the origins of this theory and contemporary debates, this article will 

examine the usefulness of viralatismo as a way of conceptualising the country.

The word “mongrel” presupposes the importance of race in explaining the feelings of inferiority in 

Rodrigues’ term. Brazilian history has always been marked by racial inequality and above all by the legacy 

of over four hundred years of slavery, Brazil being the last country in the Americas to abolish the practice 

in 1888.2 After abolition, the nation’s intellectuals, inspired by European ‘scientific’ racism, began to point 

to the country’s racial composition and the supposed inferiority of the black and indigenous populations as 

an obstacle to reaching the same level of ‘civilisation’ of the Western world.3 A policy of racial whitening 

(branqueamento), achieved through selective immigration and miscegenation, encouraged white Europeans 

to come to the country, based on the conviction that this would also bring modernity.4 While branquea-

mento has long ceased to be official policy, a sense of awe directed at ‘civilised’ Europe, in opposition to 

‘backward’ Brazil (and more specifically its black and indigenous population), remains in modern discourse, 

although in a much more subtle and pernicious way. 

The effects of branqueamento are evident in contemporary society through an idealisation of white-

ness, which is obscured by the persistent (although contested) belief in the existence of a ‘racial democracy’ 

1 Nelson Rodrigues, ‘Complexo de Vira-Latas’ in A Sombra das Chuteiras Imortais (São Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 
1993), pp. 61-63 (first published in the magazine Manchete, on the 31st of May 1958).
2 Laird Bergad, The Comparative Histories of slavery in Brazil, Cuba, and the United States (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2007), p. 251.
3 Nara M. C. Santana and Ricardo Augusto dos Santos, ‘Projetos de Modernidade: Autoritarismo, Eugenia e Racismo no 
Brasil do Século XX’, Revista de Estudios Sociales, 35:58 (2016), 28-38 (p. 29).
4 Bárbara Sepúlveda Barros and Luci Helena Martins, ‘Existir, Resistir, Exigir! Aspectos da Construção Histórico-Ideológi-
ca do Racismo Brasileiro e o Lugar do Movimento Negro na Luta a Favor da sua Desconstrução’, Prâksis, 16:1 (2019), 
32-49 (p. 38).

in Brazil. This theory was postulated by sociologist Gilberto Freyre in the 1930s and states that the melting 

pot of races present in Brazilian society have led to an absence of discrimination and prejudices.5 Statements 

from President Bolsonaro in a recent interview, in which he claims that racism is uncommon in Brazil, 

adding “I’ve had it up to here with this issue” [já encheu o saco esse assunto], demonstrate the continuation 

of this discourse even amongst those in the highest positions of power.6 Such a denial of the reality of racial 

inequality represents a process of ‘daily whitening’ in which the racialisation of debates is denied, allowing 

a pervasive admiration of whiteness to install itself as invisible and inherent. However, in recent years there 

has been evidence of an opposition to this way of thinking with more Brazilians self-identifying as black or 

mixed-race, alongside racial quota systems in public universities, representing a recognition of racial in-

equalities and the need to affirm identity.7 While the assertion of Brazil’s racial ambiguity sustains the ideas 

of branqueamento (the West as white and superior and Brazil as mixed and inferior), consciousness of and 

pride in racial difference can be interpreted as a rejection of viralatismo.

Alongside race, debates around corruption in Brazil can also be linked to viralatismo. The vision pro-

posed by sociologist Sérgio Buarque de Holanda in his book Raízes do Brasil (1936) continues to influence 

thinking on the subject today, and to an extent, takes a viralatista position.8 Buarque spoke of how Brazil-

ian society was influenced by its Portuguese roots, particularly through the concept of the ‘homem cordial’ 

(‘cordial man’) which describes how Brazilians do politics in a personal and emotional manner, while 

ignoring rationalism.9 The Brazilian ‘homen cordial’ tends to circumvent rules and conventions, serving his 

own interests through the refusal to separate the private from the public. Today in Brazil this idea is often ex-

pressed through the expression ‘o jeitinho brasileiro’ (literally ‘the little Brazilian way’). Therefore, we can 

observe here a link between Brazil’s Portuguese roots and the culture of corruption. The idea that this must 

be considered as a personality trait inherent to Brazilians, and not as historic or systemic issue, reinforces vi-

ralatismo. In this way, Brazil is presented as inferior due to being somehow less rational than countries with 

less systemic corruption problems.

Such issues have come to the fore in recent years due to the large-scale anti-corruption investigation 

dubbed Operation Car Wash (Operação Lava Jato). This ongoing investigation began in 2014 and led to the 

5 Carlos Hasenbalg and Suellen Huntington, ‘Brazilian Racial Democracy: Reality or Myth?’, Humboldt Journal of Social 
Relations, 10:1 (1982/83), 129-142 (p. 133).
6 Jair Bolsonaro cited in Estado de Minas, Bolsonaro afirma que ‘racismo é algo raro no Brasil’ (8 de maio 2019), my 
translation <https://www.em.com.br/app/noticia/internacional/2019/05/08/interna_internacional,1052188/bolsonaro-afir-
ma-que-racismo-e-algo-raro-no-brasil.shtml> [accessed 29 May 2019].
7 Sean T. Mitchell, ‘Whitening and Racial Ambiguity: Racialization and Ethnoracial Citizenship in Contemporary Brazil’, 
African and Black Diaspora: An International Journal, 10:2 (2017), 114-130 (pp. 124-125).
8 Jessé Souza, A Elite do Atraso: Da Escravidão a Bolsonaro (Rio de Janeiro: Estação Brasil, 2019), e-book. 
9 Luzia Helena Herrmann de Oliveira, ‘O Brasil de Sérgio Buarque de Holanda: Do Patrimonialismo à Democracia’, Revis-
ta Mediações, 2:2 (1997), 27-32 (p. 30).
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arrests of many prominent politicians across the political spectrum, including former Presidents Luiz Inácio 

“Lula” da Silva and Michel Temer.10 At first, the public and the media were strongly in favour of the opera-

tion, holding their faith in an independent judiciary that appeared to be finally tackling what was seen to be 

a ‘rotten’ political system.11 However, in 2019, Sérgio Moro – the judge in charge of Operation Car Wash – 

took the position of justice minister in Bolsonaro’s government casting doubt on his impartiality.12 Later that 

year, The Intercept Brasil revealed that Moro had been conspiring with Lula’s prosecutors in order ensure 

his conviction and pave the way for Bolsonaro’s election, seeing as Lula was at the time a frontrunner in the 

presidential race.13 This means that there was corruption within the corruption investigation, a problem that 

seems to tragically afflict the country. Yet rather than describe it as an inherent quality of ‘Brazilianness’ as 

Buarque does, it would be more accurate to trace corruption back to Brazil’s period of military dictatorship, 

starting in 1964 and ending with an imperfect transition to democracy in the 1980s. Matias Spektor argues 

that:

Lava Jato revealed just how imperfect this transition was, that at the heart of our democracy, corrupt 

practices endemic to authoritarian regimes are still very pervasive—and, now, the tragic irony of it 

all is we learn that a very small group of activist bureaucratic entrepreneurs [such as Moro and chief 

prosecutor Deltan Dallagnol] themselves used features of this dirty system to propel themselves into 

politics.14

If we consider corruption in this way – as a systemic issue and as a product of history – then we can un-

derstand much more about the Brazilian political landscape, instead of simply placing blame on ‘o jeitinho 

brasileiro’. Alongside the allegations of ‘lawfare’ within the Lava Jato operation, there are some who also 

believe that the fight against corruption obscures more important issues such as social inequality. According 

to the intellectual Jesse Souza, the narrative constructed by Sérgio Buarque and reinforced by the Lava Jato 

investigation – that Brazil is intrinsically corrupt and patrimonial – serves the interests of global capitalism 
10 Ernesto Londoño and Letícia Casado in The New York Times, With a Second President in Jail Brazil’s Carwash Probe 
Lives on (22 March 2019) <https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/22/world/americas/brazil-car-wash-corruption-temer.html> 
[accessed 13 April 2020].
11 Sérgio Moro cited in El País, Opinião pública e imprensa evitaram obstrução da Lava Jato, diz Sérgio Moro no México 
(1 March 2018) <https://brasil.elpais.com/brasil/2018/02/27/internacional/1519769340_349820.html> [consultred 1 June 
2019]
12 G1, Moro aceita convite de Bolsonaro para comandar o Ministério da Justiça (1 December 2018) <https://g1.globo.
com/politica/noticia/2018/11/01/moro-aceita-convite-de-bolsonaro-para-comandar-o-ministerio-da-justica.ghtml> [accessed 
13 April 2020].
13 The Intercept, How and why the Intercept is reporting on a vast trove of materials about Brazil’s Operation Car Wash 
and Justice Minister Sérgio Moro (9 June 2019) <https://theintercept.com/2019/06/09/brazil-archive-operation-car-wash/> 
[accessed 13 April 2020].
14 Matias Spektor cited in Vincent Bevins, The Dirty Problems with Operation Car Wash (21 August 2019) < https://www.theat-
lantic.com/international/archive/2019/08/anti-corruption-crusades-paved-way-bolsonaro/596449/> [accessed 13 April 2020].

and reinforces the viralatista discourse. On the notion of corruption as a cultural given in Brazil, he claims:

After all, it is necessary to convince a whole population that they are inferior not just intellectually, 

but, as or more importantly, inferior morally. That it is better to hand over our wealth to those who 

know how to use it best, seeing as others are inherently honest, while we are supposedly inherently 

corrupt.

[Afinal, é preciso convencer todo um povo que ele é inferior não só intelectualmente, mas, tão ou 

mais importante, também inferior moralmente. Que é melhor entregar nossas riquezas a quem sabe 

melhor utilizá-las, já que outros são honestos de berço, enquanto nós seríamos corruptos de berço.] 15

Therefore, global markets are seen as an emancipatory force and more trustworthy than the state which, 

according to Souza, is part of the discourse of “cultural racism”. In such a discourse, the world is separated 

into people (or countries) considered of greater or lesser value in an undetectable yet pervasive system of 

hierarchies. In these terms, viralatismo can be interpreted in a post-colonial way, in the sense that western 

countries “enslave the oppressed in their spirit”16 in order to maintain a position of dominance.

Furthermore, the rise to power of President Bolsonaro within this context raises many questions. On 

the one hand, Bolsonaro won the elections with a nationalist and protectionist rhetoric, exemplified through 

the slogan, “Brasil above everything, God above everyone” [Brasil acima de tudo, Deus acima de todos],17 

and this language seems to contradict viralatismo by placing Brazil literally above all other countries. How-

ever, the actions of the president during his mandate reveal a very different picture, especially if we consider 

his first visit to the United States. Bolsonaro’s awe for President Donald Trump has been evident from the 

start of his presidential campaign,18 but during his visit it took on even more of viralatista tone. An example 

of this was the announcement on the 18th March 2019 (shortly after the official visit to the US) that Brazil 

would allow tourists from the US, Japan, Australia and Canada to visit the country without a tourist visa. 

This breaks with the reciprocity principal crucial to Brazilian diplomacy, seeing as each of these countries-

continue to require visas for Brazilian tourists.19 Jair Bolsonaro’s son, the politician Eduardo Bolsonaro, tried 
15 Souza, e-book, authors own translation.
16 Ibid.
17 Gazeta do Povo, ‘Brasil acima de tudo’: conheça a origem do slogan de Bolsonaro’ (24 de outubro 2018) < https://www.gaze-
tadopovo.com.br/politica/republica/eleicoes-2018/brasil-acima-de-tudo-conheca-a-origem-do-slogan-de-bolsonaro-7r6utek3uk-
1axzyruk1fj9nas/> [accessed 2 June 2019].
18 Folha de São Paulo, ‘O Trump serve de exemplo para mim’, diz Bolsonaro em visita aos EUA (9 de outubro 2017) <http://
www1.folha.uol.com.br/poder/2017/10/1925626-o-trump-serve-de-exemplo-para-mim-diz-bolsonaro-em-visita-aos-eua.shtml> 
[accessed 2 June 2019].
19  João Fellet in BBC News Brasil, Por que o Brasil decidiu isentar visto turistas de EUA, Japão, Austrália e Canadá (18 
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to justify the decision by claiming that there are more Brazilians living illegally in the US, and that these 

people are “our shame” [vergonha nossa].20

Another example of the subordination of the government to the US was Bolsonaro’s visit alongside 

Justice Minister, Sérgio Moro (who was one of the most prominent judges involved in the Lava Jato oper-

ation), to the CIA, an intelligence agency responsible for various coups d’états in Latin America, as well as 

being known for its involvement in torture.21 It is also interesting that Bolsonaro chose to visit the CIA to 

talk about organised crime and drug trafficking, subjects that would be more relevant for the Department of 

Justice. According to Brazilian political commentator, Kennedy Alencar, the decision to visit the intelligence 

service “smacks of a love for Hollywood things” [soa como paixão por coisas hollywoodianas].22 Despite 

the nationalist rhetoric, the Bolsonaro government’s obvious enchantment with Washington reveals a subor-

dinate and biased relationship that weakens Brazil in economic and diplomatic terms. Declarations from the 

president in which he states, for example, that he wants to “exploit the Amazon region in partnership with 

the United States”,23 expose his willingness to sell off Brazil to the interests of global capitalism and are a 

manifestation of his own ‘mongrel complex’.

Finally, a discussion of the interaction between culture and viralatismo is essential to determining its 

relevance in modern day society. Brazil is known across the world for its incredibly rich culture, exempli-

fied most famously through such cultural expressions as samba, football and capoeira. Nevertheless, in the 

context of the growing globalisation of the arts, facilitated largely by the internet, and frequently leading to 

the cultural hegemony of the English language, the perception of Brazilians in relation to their own culture 

has been altered. In an online survey, I asked students and teachers at the University of São Paulo about this 

issue. Responding to the statement, “cultural products from Brazil are inferior to those of other countries”, 

the majority of participants disagreed, but a significant minority (27%) were ambivalent (fig. 1). There was 

a tendency in the responses to affirm that although foreign cultures are appreciated by Brazilians (fig. 2), 

this does not signify a devaluation of national products. One participant also highlighted “the way in which 

foreign culture is strongly presented to us from a young age” (response 1, my translation) as an explanation 

de março 2019) <https://www.bbc.com/portuguese/brasil-47605005> [accessed 2 June 2019].
20 Eduardo Bolsonaro cited in O Globo, Eduardo Bolsonaro diz em Washington que brasileiros ilegais no exterior são 
‘vergonha nossa’ (16 de março 2019) <https://oglobo.globo.com/mundo/eduardo-bolsonaro-diz-em-washington-que-bra-
sileiros-ilegais-no-exterior-sao-vergonha-nossa-23529593> [accessed 2 June 2019].
21 Ciara Nugent in Time, Why the Threat of U.S. Intervention in Venezuela Revives Historical Tensions in the Region (25 
January 2019) <http://time.com/5512005/venezuela-us-intervention-history-latin-america/> [accessed 2 June 2019].
22 Kennedy Alencar, Bolsonaro exibe “complexo de vira-latas” em visita aos EUA (19 March 2019) <https://www.blogdo-
kennedy.com.br/bolsonaro-exibe-complexo-de-vira-latas-em-visita-aos-eua/> [accessed 2 June 2019].
23 Jair Bolsonaro cited in Deutsche Welle, Bolsonaro quer explorar Amazônia com os Estados Unidos (8 de abril 2019), 
my translation <https://www.dw.com/pt-br/bolsonaro-quer-explorar-amaz%C3%B4nia-com-os-estados-unidos/a-48257906> 
[accessed 2 June 2019].

for its prevalence in the country. On the other hand, another spoke of a “cultural problem” in which Brazil 

copies other traditions without adapting them to its own reality, claiming, “how can you attempt to take seri-

ously the celebration of Christmas with the image of Father Christmas bringing presents in his sleigh, seeing 

as in December we don’t have snow, reindeer, Santa Claus, or even winter?” (response 2, my translation).

It is clear that the opinions presented here reflect those of a specific subset of the Brazilian popula-

tion. However, I had the impression more generally that respect towards other cultures did not imply feelings 

of shame towards Brazilian culture, but rather resulted from the capacity of other, richer countries to invest 

more in the arts and improve their quality. With Brazil’s cultural incentive law (Lei de Incentivo à Cultura) 

under threat from the Bolsonaro government,24 the opportunities for filmmakers, artists and musicians to 

create are becoming scarcer, leaving Brazil to compete culturally with the rest of the world from a disad-

vantaged position. This does not imply an inferiority to the nation’s cultural production, but rather a lack of 

resources.

In conclusion, it is evident that we can still identify vestiges of viralatista discourse in many aspects 

of contemporary Brazil. The arrival of President Bolsonaro on the political scene signifies a surge in a way 

of thinking that valorises relations with the US more than it valorises the country’s most vulnerable commu-

nities, such as indigenous groups. Moreover, corruption is too often considered as inevitable and the pres-

ence of racism denied in the name of a non-existent ‘racial democracy’. However, although viralatismo is 

present in Brazil’s political and cultural landscape, it fails to serve as a complete explanation for the state of 

the country today. It is also necessary to look to the past and especially the legacy of slavery and colonialism 

to explain the prevalence of the viralatista perspective. Viralatismo should not be considered as an essential 

aspect of the Brazilian character, but instead as a consequence of a history that has allowed certain countries 

to continue to exert power over others. 

24 Juliana Sayuri in Nexo Jornal, As 5 mudanças do governo Bolsonaro na Lei Rouanet (23 April 2019) <https://www.
nexojornal.com.br/expresso/2019/04/23/As-5-mudan%C3%A7as-do-governo-Bolsonaro-na-Lei-Rouanet> [accessed 3 June 
2019].
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Appendix – Survey

Presented here are extracts from an online survey I conducted, in which I asked students and teachers from the University of São Paulo about the relationship 
between viralatismo and culture. The complete results can be viewed here:

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1vv9NRocW3KwVXUAcwrEXNvasLj43gWbNh33xcHNV4sE/edit?usp=sharing 

Cultural products from Brazil are inferior to those of other countries? (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) 

Explain your response to the previous question.

1. “Brazil shows some parity with other countries in terms of the quality of its cultural products but preference is often to do with the way in which 
foreign culture is strongly presented to us from a young age. However, appreciating foreign culture does not necessarily entail diminishing or disliking Brazilian 
culture”.

[O Brasil apresenta uma paridade em relação a qualidade de alguns produtos culturais em comparação a outros países, a preferência nesse caso está ligada muitas 
vezes a forma como a cultura estrangeira é apresentada fortemente para nós desde a infância, porém gostar da cultura estrangeira não significa diminuir ou deixar 
de gostar da Brasileira]

2. “Brazil has a serious cultural problem. What is produced here tends to fall into two categories: the first being a copy of what has already been done 
elsewhere and in other periods. That’s not necessarily a bad thing, after all the Romans also copied the Greeks. The problem is in the failure to combine this with 
our own reality. How can you attempt to take seriously the celebration of Christmas with the image of Father Christmas bringing presents in his carriage, seeing as 
in December we don’t have snow, reindeer, Santa Claus, or even winter? The culture we consume is therefore a thing of the past, in which Brazilians don’t look to 
themselves but look to Americans, English, French, and so forget about their own reality. […]”

[O Brasil tem um sério problema cultural. O que é produzido aqui tende a cair em duas vertentes: a primeira é ser uma cópia do que já foi feito em outros lugares 
e épocas. Até aí sem problemas, afinal os romanos também copiaram os gregos. O problema mesmo está na falta de mescla daquilo com a nossa realidade. Como 
pode-se tentar levar a sério a celebração do Natal com a imagem do Papai Noel trazendo presentes na sua carruagem, sendo que nem neve, nem rena, nem o Santa 
Claus, nem mesmo inverno em dezembro a gente tem? O que a gente bebe culturalmente então fica uma coisa jogada, uma coisa na qual o brasileiro não se enxer-
ga — mas enxerga o americano, o inglês, o francês, e então não tenta buscar a própria realidade. [...]]

Out of these four categories, do you prefer Brazilian or foreign products?
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To what extent did the assertion of cultural identity contribute to the liberation of the Mexican people?

Gabriel Oben

In 1982, at the World Conference on Cultural Policies in Mexico City, UNESCO, the UN’s culture and 

education agency, made the case that, ‘the assertion of cultural identity…contributes to the liberation of 

peoples.’1 However, the extent to which this statement holds true is highly contested, as there are numer-

ous examples throughout history in which this has not always been the case, not least in Mexico itself.2 In 

this paper, I will briefly outline the history of Mexico and its cultural production following the Revolution 

of 1910, and will assess the validity of UNESCO’s statement using the following definitions as criteria. 

‘Cultural identity’ will be defined as, ‘identity or feeling of belonging to a group’,3 and ‘liberation’ as, ‘the 

removal of disadvantages experienced by particular groups within society’.4 In the Mexican case to be as-

sessed, the disadvantaged groups were - and still are - indigenous peoples, women, the working-classes, and 

those that lie at the intersections of said groups.5

 Firstly, in certain cases the assertion of cultural identity did in fact contribute to the liberation of peo-

ples, such as the working-classes, in Mexico.6 Prior to the Mexican Revolution of 1910, the working-classes 

in Mexico experienced significant hardship, in both the economic and social spheres.7 Effectively tied to the 

land and forced to work long hours for little pay, Mexican peasants or campesinos were denied the material 

benefits of stable employment, instead operating in an environment of extreme exploitation.8 Additionally, 

peasants found that their access to education was also limited, which had an enormous effect on them both 

economically and socially.9 Denied the opportunity to secure higher-paying jobs due to their lack of edu-

cation and excluded from participation in political processes and ‘high’ culture, Mexican peasants found 

themselves relegated to the periphery of Mexican society in both financial and cultural terms.10 

Following the Revolution in 1910 and its proliferation of both educational programmes and culture 

aimed at the masses,11 the Mexican working-classes found their concerns being taken seriously at a national 

1 https://culturalrights.net/descargas/drets_culturals401.pdf (Accessed 3rd April 2019).
2 Alan Knight, ‘Racism, Revolution, and Indigenismo: Mexico, 1910-1940’, in The Idea of Race in Latin America, 1870–1940 
(1990): pp. 71-113.
3 Moha Ennaji, Multilingualism, Cultural Identity, and Education in Morocco (Springer Science & Business Media, 2005), p. 28.
4 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/liberation (Accessed 3rd April 2019).
5 Flores René and Edward Telles, ‘Social stratification in Mexico: Disentangling Color, Ethnicity, and Class’, in American Socio-
logical Review (77.3, 2012): pp. 486-494.
6 Mary K Vaughan, Cultural Politics in Revolution: Teachers, Peasants, and Schools in Mexico, 1930-1940 (University of Arizo-
na Press, 1997), pp. 21-35.
7 Benjamin Keen and Keith Haynes, A History of Latin America (Nelson Education, 2012), pp. 273-290.
8 Roger Bartra, ‘Capitalism and the Peasantry in Mexico’, in Latin American Perspectives 9.1 (1982): pp. 36-47.
9 Ibid.
10 Benjamin Keen and Keith Haynes, A History of Latin America (Nelson Education, 2012), pp. 273-290.
11 Ibid.

level.12 With the 1917 Constitution’s focus on educational revolution, campesinos were given an opportunity 

for economic and social liberation,13 enabling them not only to increase their social mobility but also to par-

ticipate in the political process.14 Furthermore, through the art of the muralist movement, Mexican peasants 

found themselves represented at the forefront of popular culture.15 In 1910, Mexico’s illiteracy rate stood at 

81%,16 prompting the revolutionary government to choose visual media as its primary means through which 

to communicate with the masses.17 Displaying murals in prominent locations such as key educational institu-

tions and government buildings,18 the muralist movement centred the working-classes in their art, elevating 

their position both literally and metaphorically whilst glorifying the revolutionary struggle.19 Additionally, 

the muralists’ focus on portraying ‘the people’ played an important role in conveying a sense of cohesion in 

a society often divided along class lines, and as a result, created an environment in which the peasantry felt 

represented and like their fears and concerns were important.20

Although working-class liberation was achieved to an extent, it cannot be said that this liberation 

was complete.21 In material terms, the lives of working-class peoples in Mexico improved as a result of the 

reforms brought about by the Revolution and its ideals.22 For example, the 1917 Constitution and its laws on 

land ownership and exploitative practices represented a significant improvement in the working conditions 

of poor Mexicans,23 enabling them to secure their financial future and seek just employment.24  

However, the liberation of working-class Mexicans was limited in certain aspects. Inequality and poverty 

remained widespread, especially amongst the rural population, who saw a 25% decrease in their wages from 

1934-1940.25 

The tendency of Los Tres Grandes (the three key figures of the muralist movement, Diego Rivera, 

David Siqueiros and José Orozco)26 to depict revolutionary heroes such as Emiliano Zapata as the focus of 

their artwork, can be said to have taken credit away from the working-class masses and instead focused it 
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 Roger Bartra, ‘Capitalism and the Peasantry in Mexico’, in Latin American Perspectives 9.1 (1982): pp. 36-47.
15 David Craven, Art and Revolution in Latin America, 1910-1990 (Yale University Press, 2002), pp. 30-43.
16 Benjamin Keen and Keith Haynes, A history of Latin America (Nelson Education, 2012), pp. 273-290.
17 Ibid.
18 Leonard Folgarait, et al, Mural Painting and Social Revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940: art of the new order (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1998), pp. 38-55.
19 Ibid.
20 Ibid.
21 Benjamin Keen and Keith Haynes, A History of Latin America (Nelson Education, 2012), pp. 273-290.
22 James Wallace Wilkie, The Mexican Revolution: Federal Expenditure and Social Change since 1910 (University of California 
Press, 1970), pp. 15-32.
23 John Mason Hart, Revolutionary Mexico: The Coming and Process of the Mexican Revolution (University of California Press, 
1997), pp. 25-37.
24 Ibid
25 Jean Meyer, La revolución mexicana 1910-1940 (1973), pp. 15-28.
26 Leonard Folgarait, et al, Mural painting and social revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940: art of the new order (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1998), pp. 38-55.

https://culturalrights.net/descargas/drets_culturals401.pdf
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/liberation
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on individual figures.27 For example, Siqueiros’ famous work La Revolución, places Emiliano Zapata in the 

centre, surrounded by other revolutionaries.28 As a result of this emphasis on individual figures by promi-

nent cultural producers, the working-classes would have felt marginalised, as if all their efforts were being 

attributed to individual figures, as opposed to the collective as a whole.29 Therefore, it can be said that the 

assertion of cultural identity only resulted in the liberation of the Mexican working-classes to some extent, 

as their complete economic and social emancipation was not achieved.30 Despite the gains made in material 

terms and representation in culture, the peasantry continued to live in poverty in the countryside, and the 

muralist movement’s centring of individual heroes diminished the importance of the masses in the Revolu-

tion.31

The assertion of cultural identity also contributed to the liberation of indigenous peoples in Mexico, 

although only to a certain extent.32 Following the implementation of the 1917 Constitution and its emphasis 

on mestizaje and taking pride in all indigenous identities, indigenous peoples in Mexico found themselves in 

a unique situation in which they were represented in officially-sanctioned visual culture.33 Focusing on the 

use of murals, the new revolutionary government sanctioned artists to depict scenes from Mexican history 

and society, in order to convey a fundamental sense of unity in a society ravaged by civil war.34 This had the 

effect of encouraging people to take pride in their indigenous identity, as the government-sanctioned murals 

were located in prominent locations, such as government buildings.35 The literal centring of indigeneity by 

the government demonstrated to indigenous peoples that no longer were they to be side-lined in political and 

cultural life, but were in fact an integral part of the nation, the beating heart of the new Mexico.36 Further-

more, the use of murals themselves had enormous significance for indigenous peoples.37 In the Pre-Colum-

bian era, murals had been a central aspect of indigenous art, with their bold colours and vivid imagery being 

used to convey indigenous tales for centuries.38 

However, following the Spanish conquest of Mexico, indigenous art found itself under attack, 

27 Ibid.
28 David Craven, Art and revolution in Latin America, 1910-1990 (Yale University Press, 2002), pp. 30-43.
29 Ibid.
30 John Mason Hart, Revolutionary Mexico: the coming and process of the Mexican Revolution (University of California Press, 
1997), pp. 25-37.
31 David Craven, Art and revolution in Latin America, 1910-1990 (Yale University Press, 2002), pp. 30-43.
32 John Mason Hart, Revolutionary Mexico: the coming and process of the Mexican Revolution (University of California Press, 
1997), pp. 25-37.
33 Mary Katherine Coffey, ‘Muralism and the people: culture, popular citizenship, and government in post-revolutionary Mexico’, 
in The Communication Review 5.1 (2002): pp. 7-38.
34 Ibid.
35 Ibid.
36 Ibid.
37 Ibid.
38 David V. Carruthers, ‘The politics and ecology of indigenous folk art in Mexico’, in Human Organization 60.4 (2001): pp. 350-
356.

denigrated as ‘savage culture’ and erased from society.39 Therefore, the decision of the new revolutionary 

government to focus on muralism as a form of cultural production represented a significant boost in the 

self-esteem of indigenous groups in Mexico. Combined with reforms that brought real material benefits to 

indigenous peoples, such as the protection of indigenous rights,40 the Mexican Revolution represented a real 

improvement in the standing of indigenous peoples in society.41 No longer were they to be mistreated and 

their culture relegated to the periphery, but instead they were to be elevated to a prominent position, heralded 

as symbols of the nation.42

This is not to say that indigenous representation within the cultural realm resulted in the complete 

liberation of indigenous peoples, as not only was their representation in culture tokenistic at times, their 

experience in day-to-day life continued to be difficult.43 Despite Los Tres Grandes’ focus on being repre-

sentatives of ‘the people’, from the 1920s onwards the muralists began to contribute to ‘a darker side of the 

new hegemony’.44 The political system born out of the Revolution was highly gendered, and the muralists 

played a critical role in actualising this system, turning the heroes of the Revolution into politically homog-

enous macho rebels, whilst the indigenous women in the murals were exoticised and portrayed as largely 

passive.45 This effected indigenous peoples in a number of ways, as not only did it diminish the role of 

indignous women in the Revolution, it also played into the objectification of indigenous women, furthering 

their sexualised stereotype46 Relegated to the periphery in artworks such as La Revolución, the role of indig-

enous women in the Revolution was reduced to that of a passive spectator, negating their role in the process 

of social change whilst also exoticising them as sexualised objects.47 For example, in José Orozco’s Cortes 

and Malinche, Malinche, an indigenous woman, is depicted as a powerless figure, her physicality empha-

sised whilst she sits passive and complicit in Cortes’ conquest of Mexico.48 Depictions such as this did little 

to further the position of indigenous women, portraying them as co-conspirators in league with the Spanish 

conquistadors, whilst indigenous men were portrayed as the fallen heroes who died fighting the European 

invaders.49

The centring of macho males in revolutionary art further aided the subjugation of indigenous women 

39 Ibid.
40 Benjamin Keen and Keith Haynes, A history of Latin America (Nelson Education, 2012), pp. 273-290.
41 Ibid.
42 Benjamin Keen and Keith Haynes, A history of Latin America (Nelson Education, 2012), pp. 273-290.
43 John Mason Hart, Revolutionary Mexico: the coming and process of the Mexican Revolution (University of California Press, 
1997), pp. 25-37.
44 Ed. McCaughan, ‘Gender, sexuality, and nation in the art of Mexican social movements’, in Nepantla: Views from South 3.1 
(2002): pp. 99-123.
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid.
48 Ibid.
49 Ibid.
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in Mexico.50 Already relegated to a subordinate position under Spanish rule and widely distrusted for their 

perceived betrayal of Mexico (owing to the tale of Malinche),51 indigenous women found little positive out-

comes from the muralists’ artwork.52 Instead, it simply reinforced the image of the passive indígena, thereby 

not only providing further justification for their mistreatment in society, but also for their exclusion from 

the political process; indigenous women were not only seen as traitorous, but also weak, and those qualities 

were to have no place in the new macho revolutionary government.53

Despite representations of indigenous peoples in Mexican revolutionary culture, their liberation was 

not assured. On the one hand, the muralists succeeded in reclaiming the experiences of long-marginalised in-

digenous communities, glorifying their history and placing them at the centre of the cultural narrative.54 For 

example, Diego Rivera’s giant mural of the Aztec city of Tenochtitlan glorifies indigenous history, portray-

ing the Aztec city’s immense beauty and grandeur.55 Furthermore, its strategic location at the National Palace 

centres indigenous people in the national narrative, emphasising their importance.56 However, the portrayal 

of indigenous peoples in the artwork was heavily fetishised, and they were presented through a mystical lens 

that idealised an exotic ‘native’ identity.57 Upheld more for their former glory than their current condition, 

indigenous people depicted in these pieces of art were portrayed as mysterious and ancient, with murals such 

as Rivera’s La Historia de México as a clear example of this.58 In the artwork, native people feature predom-

inantly in the earlier stages of the mural, those associated with myth and history, as opposed to the latter 

stages, those associated with modernity and the present.59 This provides a clear indication of the role which 

indigenous peoples were expected to play in the new Mexican state: they were to represent the cultural her-

itage of the nation and to be used as symbols of unity and cohesion, but they were to have no real role in the 

political and social life of the new state.60

In conclusion, it can be seen that UNESCO’s statement that, ‘the assertion of cultural identity […] 

contributes to the liberation of peoples’ is true to some extent. Not only did the inclusion of marginalised 

groups such as the working-classes, indigenous peoples and women in popular culture help to elevate their 

material struggles,61 it also contributed to the cementation of their place in the new Mexican society, leading 
50 Ibid.
51 Ed. McCaughan, ‘Gender, sexuality, and nation in the art of Mexican social movements’, in Nepantla: Views from South 3.1 
(2002): pp. 99-123.
52 Ibid.
53 Ibid.
54 Leonard Folgarait, et al, Mural painting and social revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940: art of the new order (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1998), pp. 38-55.
55 Ibid.
56 Ibid.
57 Ibid.
58 Ibid.
59 Ibid.
60 Benjamin Keen and Keith Haynes, A history of Latin America (Nelson Education, 2012), pp. 273-290.
61 Benjamin Keen and Keith Haynes, A history of Latin America (Nelson Education, 2012), pp. 273-290.

to greater participation in the political process and decreased levels of poverty.62 However, the fact that the 

muralists chose to isolate, and revere single revolutionary figures as opposed to the collective, and to use 

indigenous identities in a tokenistic fashion,63 clearly demonstrates that the assertion of cultural identity does 

not necessarily result in the complete liberation of marginalised groups.64 Although the conditions of many 

working-class Mexicans, indigenous people and women were improved due to the Mexican Revolution,65 

the revolutionary government was often guilty of co-opting marginalised groups for political gain, explain-

ing their interests for them, as opposed to granting them the opportunity to articulate for themselves the 

obstacles to their total liberation.66 

66 Ibid.
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Weather, Work, and War Readiness: The Diary of Collective Farm Worker Ignat Danilovich Frolov, 
1937

Ben Cartmill

The diary of collective farm worker Ignat Danilovich Frolov depicts the goings on in the life of its author 

throughout 1937. This year represented the height of the mass purges commonly known as ‘the Terror’, 

which in total led to as many as 1.5 million arrests as well as 700,000 executions of people from every layer 

of Soviet society.1 This was also taking place during the third 5-Year-Plan, by which time, according to 

Stalin, the Party had long achieved its goal of turning the countryside and peasantry towards socialism, and 

a period of pre-war Soviet history during which the cult of Stalin himself was reaching its zenith.2 The diary 

allows modern readers to observe the efficacy of the Soviet government’s campaign to indoctrinate peasants, 

enables us to better understand the effect that the Terror had on the lives of agricultural workers, and high-

lights the role of peasant resistance in response to this.

One of the most noticeable themes of the diary is the casual, yet widespread references to an unspec-

ified ‘they’. ‘They’ are the people who take a portion of Frolov’s rye and wheat, ‘they’ are the people who 

check the ‘war readiness’ of the collective farm, ‘they’ are the people who allow him a day off. The use of 

this pronoun creates a sense of otherness about the people it refers to, whoever ‘they’ are, it is certainly not 

‘us’ or ‘we’ peasants on the collective farm. We readers understand ‘them’ to be representatives of the Party, 

the ideological overseers of the collective farms and the requisitioners of their produce. This highlights a 

distance between Party and peasant and presents us with the idea that collective farm workers do not feel 

as though they are working with the regime in order to achieve a commonly held ideal or goal, rather, they 

work for the Party, perhaps even viewing the position between the two as adversarial. The dimensions of 

citizen-state relationships in the Soviet Union were often framed by people as ‘us’ and ‘them’, and the use 

of this framing here highlights a distinct lack of ideological unity between the Party and the peasants.3  This 

also supports the idea however, that whilst it may not have succeeded in political indoctrination, the Stalinist 

system had power over the self-identification of its subjects, and that even those in opposition to the state 

could only define themselves as such by using the language of the regime.4 Frolov appears simply aware that 

he is not the same as ‘them’ but is unable to truly define himself and his difference from them in any mean-

ingful sense. His general lack of attempt to do so throughout the diary shows that, whilst not converting 

Frolov ideologically, the Party has partly eroded his individuality.
1 Simon Seabag Montefiore, Stalin: The Court of the Red Tsar (New York: Random House, Inc, 2003), p. 229.
2 Joseph V. Stalin, ‘Dizzy with Success: Concerning Questions of the Collective-Farm Movement’, Pravda, 1930, p.197.
3 Sheila Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism: Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times: Soviet Russia in the 1930s (New York and Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 192.
4 Jochen Hellbeck, ‘Fashioning the Stalinist Soul: The Diary of Stepan Podlubnyi )1931-1939)’, Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteu-
ropas, 44, (1996), 344-373 (p. 371).

https://culturalrights.net/descargas/drets_culturals401.pdf
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/liberation
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The actions that ‘they’ take also allow readers an insight into the role the Terror’s purges played in 

the everyday lives of peasant workers. The checking of the war-readiness of the farm highlights the paranoia 

that was sweeping through the country at the time, especially as it closed in on Stalin’s figurative ten-year 

deadline to catch up with the capitalist West in order to avoid the country’s destruction.5 It must be said here 

though, that Frolov himself does not appear to be preoccupied by the fear of war, he doesn’t even go into 

any detail about what the preparations are, showing he doesn’t pay much attention to them or see them as 

important. He pays far more attention throughout the year to more mundane things, such as the day’s weath-

er and whatever tedious task he has been carrying out on the collective farm. The sheer monotony of his life 

is hardly what we as modern readers would associate with the dangerous, fearful, and chaotic atmosphere of 

the height of the Terror. The absolute lack of references to any notion of fear on behalf of Frolov indicates 

that, on the collective farms at least, the purges were not as all-encompassing and fear-inducing as one might 

have thought. For many peasants such as Frolov, state oppression was nothing new, and many viewed it and 

the Terror as ‘one of those great misfortunes, like war, famine, floods, and pestilence, that periodically afflict 

mankind and simply have to be endured’.6 The description of his usual day also never contains any real pas-

sion or zeal for what he is doing or what he hopes can be achieved form his labour, thus further highlighting 

his lack of ideological commitment and the failure of the regime to instil this enthusiasm within him.

The ever-present ‘they’ also allow the peasants to take a day off work for Ascension Day. This high-

lights two possible perspectives of the influence of Terror on the collective farm. From one side, we could 

surmise that the local party cadres allow the celebration of this religious holiday – something almost certain-

ly not sanctioned by hard-line atheist Soviet government – due to a lack of fear of repercussion for break-

ing away from official ideology and policies. If this is the case, it would mean that the targets of the purges 

were not those situated in far-flung, rural areas such as the collective farms, rather those stationed closer to 

the centre of Party power, the Muscovites, Leningraders, and the military, in other words the ‘Communist 

elite’.78 Thus, Frolov would have no reason to refer to the purges with any real sense of fear, if at all, as he 

and people like him were not in the regime’s line of fire. Alternatively, this soft approach by Party officials 

towards the peasants could also highlight that they very much were driven by fear. During the purges, many 

local officials were put on trial, often accused of crimes such as abuse of power and harsh treatment of the 

peasants, who picked up on ‘signals’ in the Soviet press, for example, reports of workers in other collective 

5 Joseph V. Stalin, The Tasks of Business Executives (1931) <https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/stalin/
works/1931/02/04.htm> [accessed 16 November 2019].
6 Fitzpatrick 1999, p. 193
7 J.Arch Getty and Oleg V. Naumov, The Road to Terror: Stalin and the Self-Destruction of the Bolsheviks, 1932-1939 (New Hav-
en and London: Yale University Press, 2010), p. 174.
8 Fitzpatrick 1999, p. 193

farms taking down their corrupt overseers, that this was the correct thing to do.9 Thus, it is credible that, 

during this period of heightened repression, Soviet peasants were granted a greater degree of autonomy and 

less harshly subjected to the whims of the Party by local officials, fearing that they might fall foul to de-

nunciations. Whether Frolov was aware of it or not then, his personal and the collective power of his fellow 

farm workers was possibly elevated by the fear unleashed within the Party by the Terror. If this is the case, it 

would also show that Soviet propaganda was reasonably effective in turning a hostile audience in the peas-

antry into unofficial state informants, carrying out the subtle orders of the regime.

The celebration of Ascension Day is also one of many examples throughout the diary entries of signs 

of possible resistance or protest by the peasantry towards the regime. Over the course of the year Frolov 

refers to several religious holidays and often opens his accounts on weekends with a joyful ‘Sunday!’. This 

shows us that he has largely kept hold of his religious faith, or at the very least attributes huge importance to 

traditional peasant holidays and has thus resisted the attempts of the regime to drive religion out of the rural 

populace and remould its culture. This stands in stark contrast to the almost non-existent attention he pays 

to Party holidays and achievements of the Soviet Union during the year. In fact, only once does he mention 

an official Party holiday, the anniversary of the October Revolution, and even then, he does not refer to it 

by name, simply stating that he attended a demonstration before quickly moving on to what he did later that 

evening. We can interpret this as either another failure of the regime in its attempts to indoctrinate the col-

lective farm workers, or indeed an act of passive resistance of behalf of Frolov. The former would indicate 

that Frolov does not feel much pressure to kowtow to the Party line by forgetting his religious beliefs and 

revelling in officially-sanctioned holidays, and thus shows he is rather untouched by the fear of stepping out 

of line that permeated society throughout the Terror. The latter similarly shows us that he does not fear pro-

testing - albeit not overtly - against the state, which would again support the idea that the lives of people like 

Frolov were not heavily influenced by the Terror as, if he felt he was in any danger, he would surely make 

more of an attempt to appear more devoted to the Party through fear of repercussions. Frolov also refers to 

the date of the anniversary of the revolution as 25th October, in other words, the date of the Orthodox calen-

dar, and not the Gregorian calendar adopted by the Soviets after the revolution. His use of the old calendar 

throughout the diary shows his refusal to accept certain changes foisted upon him by the regime, and his 

attempts to cling onto certain parts of pre-revolution life, hardly the actions of someone who has had their 

class consciousness awoken. 

The most overt act of resistance throughout the year depicted in the diary occurs in early September, 

when Frolov remarks that between 6th-8th of the month, barely any collective farm workers show up to work 
9 Sheila Fitzpatrick, ‘How the Mice Buried the Cat: Scenes from the Great Purges of 1937 in the Russian Provinces’, The Russian 
Review, 52, (1993), 299-320 (p. 302).
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and they do not get along well with each other. He makes no later observations of any repercussions against 

the (non) workers taking place, which is perhaps surprising for us modern readers who would normally 

imagine such an open act of hostility in a society as repressive on dissent as 1937 Soviet Union as a certain 

target for reprisal. Thus, the Terror clearly was targeted more towards certain elements of Soviet society than 

others, with peasants finding themselves amongst the lower echelons of victim pyramid. The clear lack of 

desire on behalf of the peasants to work once again shows their total lack of conviction and belief in the So-

viet project. The fact none of them get along is also telling, they are still very individually minded, and thus 

the regime has failed in creating a feeling of community amongst them. This was not a rare occurrence in 

the rural areas of the USSR even as late as 1937. In the Stalingrad area alone that year, 15.1% of able-bodied 

collective farm workers failed to earn a single labour day.10

In conclusion, the diary is useful in its depiction of life for agricultural workers as it stood in one of 

the most chaotic periods in the history of the Soviet Union. It shows us the near total failure of the regime 

in indoctrinating the countryside, both ideologically and politically; reveals the Terror’s relatively minor 

influence on the lives of the peasants; and highlights the subtle ways that the peasantry was able to offer 

some kinds of resistance, often veiled but sometimes quite overt, to the regime. Perhaps, given the nature 

of events earlier in the decade, and those that were around the corner, these observations are not surprising. 

The processes of collectivisation and dekulakisation (the great trauma of the decade for agricultural workers) 

of the first Five-Year-Plan destroyed the chances of political unity between Party and peasant, and perhaps 

also paled the ‘Terror’ of 1937 into relative insignificance.11 Having lived through this other sort of terror in 

the early 1930s and being a mere few years away from the start of the Great Patriotic War, this period could 

even be described as the calm between two storms for the Soviet peasantry, one where all the horrors of the 

Soviet regime were temporarily aimed away from them.

10 Lynne Viola, Peasant Rebels Under Stalin: Collectivization and the Culture of Peasant Resistance (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999), p. 216.
11 Fitzpatrick 1999, p. 193
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