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Editors Note
Welcome to the premier edition of Muhlenberg’s interdisciplinary academic 

journal, the Muhlenberg Academic Review (MAR)! While Muhlenberg has been 
home to a number of discipline-specific academic journals in the past, MAR stretch-
es across disciplinary lines and welcomes submissions from all academic commu-
nities on campus. As seniors and soon-to-be graduates of a liberal arts institution, 
we wanted to celebrate the ideals of the liberal arts by leaving behind a forum for 
celebrating interdisciplinary achievements by our peers and students to come. True 
to our mission, this journal includes papers from the following disciplines: Neuro-
science, Sociology, Media and Communications, Political Science, Theatre, Philos-
ophy, Public Health, English, Spanish, and History.

How did MAR come about? A long-talked about project amongst past of-
ficers of Sigma Tau Delta, Muhlenberg’s Gamma Iota chapter of the international 
English honors society, the journal was finally realized in the 2017-2018 academic 
year, having garnered enthusiasm from the current officers, faculty advisor Prof. Lin-
da Miller, and Muhlenberg faculty and staff. After posting a call-for-papers from all 
academic disciplines on campus, we were thrilled to receive almost fifty submissions 
from a wide variety of disciplines. We then sent these submissions to our dedicated 
network of contributing editors, who had been recommended by professors and de-
partment chairs from each discipline represented by the submission pool. Based on 
the recommendations we received from these student readers, we then read through 
the highest-scored essays to select the excellent twelve essays included in the pages 
of this journal. 

This project would have been unthinkable without the tireless efforts of the 
Sigma Tau Delta, Gamma Iota executive board: Jack Pennington, Lissa Heineman, 
Katelyn Winter, Blake Chernin, and Prof. Linda Miller. We want to extend our 
gratitude to Muhlenberg College department chairs, professors, and contributing 
editors for the support and feedback we have received in getting this project off 
the ground. Finally, we would like to thank the Provost’s Office for sponsoring this 
project and encouraging its development from the very beginning. 

Thank you for your support, and enjoy the premier edition of the Muhlen-
berg Academic Review!

Cheers!
Kelly Shannon and Tara Werner
Co-Editors-in-Chief of the Muhlenberg Academic Review
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Abstract:

Cross-Dressing in Pawns of a House 
and Life’s a Dream:

Monstrosity, weakness, absurdity, and strength are themes which 
permeate notions of gender in two renowned works of Early Mod-
ern Spanish Drama, Pedro Calderón’s Life’s a Dream and Sor Juana 
Ines de la Cruz’s Pawns of a House. In this paper, I acknowledge 
the parallels and divergence between manners of portraying gen-
der within these two plays. Both works display elements of social 
commentary which were notably progressive for the historical 
context in which they were written, given the rigidity of gender 
roles and prominence of the Code of Honor in 17th century Spain 
and Mexico. This paper aims to dissect the techniques used by 
these two playwrights in order to explore the way metatheatrical 
performance of gender can call attention to oppressive social struc-
tures. Through textual analysis, I argue that through the portrayal 
of strength within the manipulation of gender enacted by Life’s 
a Dream’s heroine, Rosaura, and through the satirical weakness 
portrayed by Pawns of a House’s gracioso figure, Chestnut, both 
Calderón and Sor Juana’s uses of cross-dressing serve the purpose 
of critiquing stereotypical gender roles. 

MLA format

An Analysis of Gender Performance as a Means of Social Critique
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2 Rachel Brudner

Cross-dressing as a means of disguise, the act of overtly portraying a gender 
which the character does not actually align with, is a tool that can be utilized not 
only to further plot points within plays, but often also to emphasize the ways in 
which gender stereotypes are ingrained within a culture. The performance of one’s 
own gender identity through dress and action is an integral element of theatre; 
characters embody their gender in varying contexts and manifestations no matter 
the circumstances of a play, but when playwrights include characters who cross-
dress, they often do so in order to exaggerate the qualities associated with gender, 
creating subversions of expectations and standard ways of thinking. This technique 
was utilized often in seventeenth century plays, such as Life’s a Dream, written by 
Pedro Calderón de la Barca in 1635, as well as Pawns of a House, written by Sor 
Juana Ines de la Cruz in 1683. Both playwrights, notably a man from Spain and a 
woman from Mexico, respectively, used this approach in different ways which can 
be interpreted to serve similar purposes of social critique. Sor Juana implements the 
use of drag through Chestnut, the play’s gracioso figure, weakening this character 
as a means of satirizing traditional gender norms. Calderón, conversely, utilizes the 
technique in a more serious way through the play’s heroine, Rosaura, as a means of 
empowering her. While the circumstances, time periods, and tactics vary between 
Calderón and Sor Juana’s works, both playwrights’ use of gender performance ex-
amine and critique the ways gender roles operate within a highly structured and 
patriarchal society. 

In Life’s a Dream, Rosaura disguises herself as a man, manipulating her cir-
cumstances in ways that will allow her to regain her honor after her beloved, Prince 
Aistulf, commits adultery. Rosaura uses cross-dressing as a tool to change her own 
fate, and within the gender fluidity she embodies, she gains the strength needed to 
fight for what she wants. When Rosaura confronts Segismundo on behalf of her 
honor, she says to him, “I, a monstrous hybrid, am adorned in the fine clothes of a 
woman and in the arms of a man” (de la Barca, 231). Here, Rosaura can be seen as 
a symbol of the in-between. Within her marginality, she becomes a force of nature 
which is “monstruous” in her words because she bridges the boundaries between 
qualities of femininity and masculinity. Rosaura is a character that incites chaos 
in what is previously balanced, making it clear that, “Such an apocalyptic figure 
dramatizes the unstable and often inscrutable world of the play inhabited by char-
acters who, in turn, are constituted by seemingly intractable tensions” (Ancell, 73). 
Because gender roles were particularly rigid within the societal norms of the period 
in which the play was written, this rupture in the system created by Rosaura is em-
powering. Later in her confrontation with Segismundo, she states, 
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As a woman, I come to request your support in my dishonour and an-
guish; as a man, I come to support you with my sword and character. 
. .Consider that if you see me now as a woman and try to seduce me, I 
will become a man and slay you in legitimate defence of my honour; for 
to recover it I must act as a lovesick woman in complaining and as a man 
in accruing my fame. (de la Barca, 241)

In this scene and throughout the play, Rosaura does not adhere to the ste-
reotypes present within a single gender, but rather pushes back against these norms, 
giving herself the capability to accomplish actions only a man would be able to 
achieve during this time although she is identified primarily as a woman. She plays 
to the strengths of both genders; while as a woman, she can gain more leverage in 
putting forth a plea to Segismundo and appealing to his emotions, as a man, she can 
act violently in a way that will suit her own interests. Her adaptability allows her to 
play to her masculine and feminine sides depending on the circumstances, giving 
her an advantage over many of the men standing as obstacles in her path to avenging 
her own honor. The way in which Calderón implements the act of cross-dressing in 
Life’s a Dream, therefore, is empowering. 

It is possible that this is not actually what the Calderón intended, given his 
role as a male playwright during the time as well as the ways in which gender roles 
were enforced in the seventeenth century. Therefore, one viable way of viewing the 
play is that Rosaura’s cross-dressing is merely a tool to further the plot and that the 
cross-dressing’s only purpose is to cause and resolve conflict. When viewed through 
a more modern feminist lens, however, the actions Rosaura takes seem to be pro-
gressive for the time period. In Spain, where Calderón was writing, a patriarchal 
system dominated the ways in which men and women lived and interacted. This 
is true not only of the persistent gender stereotypes that existed, but of the Code 
of Honor. This code was an unwritten law which prescribed different meanings for 
men and women. For example, if a man were to be unfaithful to a woman, his honor 
would remain unblemished, yet if a woman were to do the same, her honor would 
be destroyed. Honor as a value permeated much of the Golden Age’s social systems, 
and consequently, the art that was being produced at this time. 

The gravity of the Honor Code and the ways in which it was carried out 
differently for men and women are displayed by Calderón through Rosaura’s act of 
cross-dressing in Life’s a Dream. Clotaldo, Rosaura’s father and a loyal subject to the 
king, is duped at first by Rosaura’s disguise, and as a result, he has a particular set 
of expectations given his child’s presumed gender. Because he finds out Rosaura is 
his child and believes Rosaura is a man, he has a moral dilemma regarding the next 
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step he should take, weighing the value of his son’s honor against his own. Clotal-
do must either take action to either save Rosaura’s life and avenge his son’s honor, 
thereby putting his own honor at risk, or remain loyal to the king, preserving his 
personal honor and allowing his son to be sentenced to death for trespassing on 
royal grounds. Within his internal conflict, which occurs during Clotaldo’s Act One 
soliloquy, he states, “everyone knows that a dishonoured man is contemptible, so 
he can’t be my son… for honour is of such a fragile substance that it can be shat-
tered with a single deed or blemished with a whisper” (de la Barca, 111). Here, he 
expresses the importance of the Honor Code; his decision is heavily weighted in the 
high stakes he places on his reputation, a part of him which can be destroyed by a 
single action. At the end of this speech, Clotaldo resolves to tell the king about the 
trespassers, betraying Rosaura’s honor in favor of his own. This decision can be made 
only because Clotaldo believes Rosaura is a man. The patriarchal system creates 
a dynamic in which a man must take the defense of his own honor into his own 
hands, so therefore, Clotaldo believes it is the best decision to put his own needs 
before those of his son. 

When Clotaldo learns that Rosaura is a woman though, he changes his course 
of action, going so far as to risk his life to protect his daughter’s honor, proving the 
drastically different Codes of Honor that exist for men and women. Within the 
world of the play, while a man may spite another man to protect his own reputation, 
a woman is seen as a vulnerable entity in need of protection. Because Rosaura is a 
woman, Clotaldo must put her honor before his own and defend her. Rosaura’s uses 
her disguise as a man, at first deceiving Clotaldo and others in order to get her to the 
point at which she can begin to fulfill her goal. Then, she reveals her womanhood, 
but does not merely adhere to stereotypically feminine actions, thereby manipulat-
ing her circumstances in order to regain her own honor. She wields the perceived 
vulnerability she has as a woman to her advantage, using the performance of gender 
as a weapon. When viewed through a feminist lens, it can be said that Calderón 
critiques the differing influences gender roles have on the highly valued Code of 
Honor through this powerful role reversal. 

Spanish ideals, including the high level of value placed on the Honor Code, 
were carried over into Mexico, Spain’s colony in which Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz was 
living and writing. Sor Juana hints at her inspiration for Pawns of a House within her 
play, often teasing conventions of Spanish Golden Age theatre. One pertinent ex-
ample is when Chestnut, beginning his act of cross-dressing, says, “Inspire me with 
some clever trick worthy of Calderón to get out of this pickle” (de la Cruz, 199). 
Here, Sor Juana acknowledges gender bending as a trope for conflict resolution 
within plays. While Calderón’s intentions may be blurry in relation to his status as 
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a male playwright, it is near certain that Sor Juana purposefully critiqued the gen-
dered structures of her society through the play’s drag performance, given her back-
ground and passion for challenging dominant intellectual ideals. In another work 
of Sor Juana’s, Reply, she wrote of her “need to manipulate appearances in order to 
satisfy the passion for learning that all cultures have sought to repress in women” 
(Araico, xvii). Much like Spain, Mexico was deeply influenced by the rigidity of 
the honor code and social structures surrounding gender, and Sor Juana challenged 
these values through her writing. 

Pawns of a House, at the onset, adheres to the rigidity of the gender binary, es-
pecially as it relates to honor, but these rules are set in place by Sor Juana so that she 
can break them later in the play. After Doña Leonor’s honor is tarnished by another 
man’s advances and she has come to the residence of Doña Ana for protection, she 
says, “It is here that I find myself stripped of my reputation, without honor, without 
comfort, and without hope. Nothing remains except to die” (de la Cruz, 61). Her 
honor, like Rosaura’s, was taken in a manner involving only the actions of men, 
stripping her of her agency. Sor Juana writes Leonor lamenting the harm to her rep-
utation in a stereotypically weak way, positioning her as a damsel in distress. While 
Leonor’s action when her honor has been damaged is to seek protection, Don Juan’s 
instinct is to enact revenge. This is displayed when he says, “If my honor has been 
offended, and I now fail to take revenge, I’ll only ensure my dishonor” (de la Cruz, 
190-191), depicting the discrepancy between male and female codes of honor. Simi-
larly to Life’s a Dream, in Pawns of a House, societal norms at first suggest that while a 
woman must be protected from threats to her honor, when a man’s honor is harmed, 
he must become a threat to the individual who wronged him. 

These stereotypes which polarize weakness and vulnerability in correspon-
dence to women as they juxtapose men’s strength and violence are challenged by 
Sor Juana, however, through the chaos that ensues during Chestnut’s cross-gender 
performance. The conflict created by the honor code is set into confusion through 
Chestnut’s act and also resolved through it. Both Pawns of a House and Life’s a Dream 
offer social critiques on the hierarchies and stereotypes which are prevalent within 
their respective societies through the conflict inherent in the act of cross-dressing. 
While in Life’s a Dream, Rosaura gains agency through dressing as a man, when 
Chestnut dresses in drag (an inherently comical version of cross-dressing) in Pawns 
of a House, he is seen on the surface as a weaker and more comical figure, but this 
vulnerability is not to be taken seriously. This drop in status is subversive in its 
satirical nature. Christopher Brian Weimer supports this idea when he states, “Sor 
Juana subverts the misogynist tradition of comedia cross-dressing by choosing it as 
her means of generating the desired satire” (92).  An example of this occurs when 
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the couples discover the truth of their turbulent circumstances at the end of the play. 
In this scene, the following conversation occurs:

DON PEDRO: Then who are you, monster, for I thought you were 
Leonor?

CHESTNUT lifts his veil.

CHESTNUT: Just a poor jilted woman.

CELIA: I can’t help laughing at Chestnut’s antics! (de la Cruz, 249)

Like Rosaura, Chestnut is identified as a monster here, bringing about chaos 
that rattles the household’s stability. Within this context, however, Chestnut’s mon-
strosity is appalling yet comedic to those he faces in this confrontation rather than 
empowering. Chestnut refers to himself as “poor and jilted”, exaggerating his pow-
erless state, and he is mocked by Celia who sees his masquerade as foolish. While 
the word, “monster”, may signal negative connotations, figures such as Rosaura and 
Chestnut “challenge established ideological categories and disrupt the illusion of 
verisimilitude” (Ancell, 60). The laughably defenseless gracioso, therefore, is used not 
to actually depict women as weak, but instead to poke fun at this commonly-held 
stereotype. 

 Several examples of this satire occur in Chestnut’s speech in which he nar-
rates his transformation into his disguise as Doña Leonor. He mimics stereotypical 
feminine vanity, referencing his beauty several times with exclamations like, “Now 
for the skirts. Jesus, what rich material! Yes, this is really me, for this sky-blue is just 
the thing to show off my dark skin”, and, “God keep me, I am gorgeous! I could 
wear anything at all with such a great figure” (de la Cruz, 200 - 201). His disguise 
imparts on him an uncharacteristic pretension and focus on his appearance that 
would seem silly and comical within this context, however, this use of comedy is 
not to be taken as Sor Juana’s actual view of the way women should be perceived 
because, “the humor also satirizes a convention that encouraged women to view 
themselves in literally superficial terms” (Weimer, 94).  Sor Juana uses this tactic to 
provoke not only laughter from her audience, but also critical thinking in regards to 
the ways women are most often perceived. 

Chestnut continues to mock feminine behavior in his speech when he says, 
“Now to be ladylike: with mincing steps, erect posture, cocking my head just the 
tiniest bit to one side, my hand hidden in my veil, with one eye concealed and the 
other peeking out… I’m really scared some would-be lover will ensnare me” (de la 
Cruz, 203). He appears here as dainty, elegant, and most importantly, submissive to 
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the advances of men. The gender binary which promotes female passivity is perpetu-
ated through Chestnut’s gender performance, but only so that it may be confronted 
as an ultimately problematic outlook.  

These challenged conventions are drawn to a close, however, because both 
Pawns of a House and Life’s a Dream end, as many Golden Age plays do, in multiple 
marriages which restore order and remedy the chaos caused by acts of cross-dressing. 
The monstrosities of gender and rupturing of systems are neatly managed, and these 
actions come to an end at each play’s conclusion. Perhaps, this justifies a reading 
that prioritizes cross-dressing for the use of conflict resolution over its use for social 
critique. The reestablishment of prior norms, nonetheless, does not necessitate an 
ultimately dualistic reading of gender within these plays. In Life’s a Dream, this is so 
because Rosaura’s actions allow her to achieve what she has set out to do. Though 
her success is defined by her relationship with a man, she is able to reach that point 
through her own self-reliance and bravery. In Pawns of a House, systems are chal-
lenged because “while Castaño’s inept assumption of conventional female behavior 
might amuse the audience as part of the convoluted process of reestablishing order, 
at the same time it satirizes such sexist conventions” (Weimer, 92), making this drag 
performance a potent reminder for the audience that gender norms must be criti-
cized. Order was highly valued during the Golden Age (seventeenth century), and 
plays that didn’t adhere to this convention would likely not have been well-received. 
It is also the case that any more direct critique of society would have yielded signifi-
cantly negative results for the responsible playwrights. Therefore, it is not surprising 
that both plays end the way they do, even when considering these plays as a means 
of social criticism. 

Another way the critique of a gendered system is conveyed in Pawns of a 
House is through explicit examples of metatheatre within Chestnut’s drag perfor-
mance. Metatheatre is a technique coined by contemporary essayist and playwright, 
Lionel Abel in his book, Tragedy and Metatheatre. While Pawns of a House predates 
Abel’s thinking by centuries, Abel’s ideas are particularly relevant when applied to 
the context of the play. Abel states that metatheatrical plays: 

 have a common character: all of them are theatre pieces about life seen 
as already theatricalized. By this I mean that the persons appearing on 
the stage in these plays are there not simply because they were caught by 
the playwright in dramatic postures as a camera might catch them, but 
because they themselves knew they were dramatic before the playwright 
took note of them. (Abel)

Chestnut seems to be thoroughly aware that he is a character in a play and 
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does not merely behave within his given circumstances, but performs in every sense 
of the word. His entire act of putting on the disguise takes place on the stage while 
he directly addresses the audience, breaking the barrier between illusion and reality. 
He further breaks these conventions when he defers agency for the events that occur 
to the playwright herself, remarking his knowledge of his role through asides such 
as, “Oh playwright, whoever you are … “ (de la Cruz, 197) and, “Well, I must point 
out, my ladies, that this is all part of the plot of the plot of this play” (de la Cruz, 
201). Chestnut’s dramatic self-awareness deepens Sor Juana’s satire, as it consciously 
reminds the audience that this silly spectacle is, after all, a play. Metatheatre calls on 
the audience to look inward and see their own flaws in order to provoke meaningful 
reflection. This is interesting when it is taken into consideration that the section 
of the audience Chestnut speaks to is the “ladies” in particular. Sor Juana inscribes 
in Chestnut a lack of agency because he is not only the gracioso, or foolish stock 
character, but one whose status is even further minimized through his disguise as 
a woman, subverting gender norms by playing into them in an exaggerated way. 
This farcical femininity, when paired with direct address to the female section of 
the audience may actually signal a call to action for women to change the way the 
world perceives them. 

While in the act of becoming inferior, hilarity ensues, the attainment of 
strength is often posited as something that is to be taken seriously. Because Life’s 
a Dream is not a comedy, Rosaura’s performance of gender is not exaggerated and 
therefore does not have such overt connections with metatheatre as Pawns of a 
House. These connections are, however, present when examined through the knowl-
edge that gender is a social construct. Rosaura speaks in asides occasionally, but does 
not directly address the audience, refer to her disguise explicitly, or seem to have 
any awareness of her status as a fictional character within a play. She does, howev-
er, perform. Gender is a manufactured conception of behaviors created by social 
systems, and gender in itself is an outward presentation of these traits. Because of 
this, one could argue that even when a character is outwardly portraying the gender 
they actually identify with, all exposition of gender is inherently a performance. It 
manifests in action rather than solely as a descriptor of a person. Rosaura’s gender 
performativity and ability to pose both as a man and as a woman depending on 
her circumstances lead her to enact traits stereotypically associated with each gen-
der outwardly. The degree to which gender is performative, therefore, is intensified 
when the individual is acting as something they are not. This idea provides possi-
bility for a metatheatrical view of Life’s a Dream. Abel’s definition of metatheatre 
is expanded upon in a subsequent definition present in Thacker’s A Companion 
to Spanish Golden Age Theatre which supports and complicates this idea. Thacker 
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suggests that metatheatre is “the dramatist’s creation of characters who are aware of 
the theatricality of life, who can act, who can play, who refuse to view themselves as 
predictable actors in a monolithic system of prescribed behavior” (3). When viewed 
through the lens of this definition, Rosaura’s gender performance, while in a more 
subtle, less explicit manner than Chestnut’s in Pawns of a House, can be seen as 
metatheatrical because she acts in ways that rupture common notions of how wom-
en should behave.  

 It is interesting to take notice of the ways in which cross-dressing is more 
easily seen as comedy when a man is dressed as a woman than when a woman is 
dressed as a man. When a man dresses as a woman, as Chestnut does in Pawns of 
a House, he is seen as vain and shallow, while when a woman dresses as a man, as 
Rosaura does in Life’s a Dream, she is seen as more determined and capable than 
before. Yet by allowing their characters to call attention to these highly structured 
differences through performance, Calderón and Sor Juana collapse the gender bi-
nary through their cross-dressing characters in Life’s a Dream and Pawns of a House. 

Cross-Dressing in Pawns of a House and Life’s a Dream ...
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Abstract:

In 2015, to celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the passage 
of the Americans with Disabilities Act, the Heidi Latsky Dance 
Company orchestrated the premiere of the ON DISPLAY GLOB-
AL project. This year, for the third year running, Heidi Latsky 
Dance and the United Nations partnered again to commemorate 
the annual International Day of Persons with Disabilities on De-
cember third. By its very nature, ON DISPLAY is constructed by 
a multitude of different bodies in a multitude of different spac-
es, and thus many groups have been, are, and will be producing 
their own installations of ON DISPLAY across the globe. Luckily, 
Muhlenberg was invited to participate, and so we of the Muhlen-
berg community built an installation of ON DISPLAY with bod-
ies of our own.

This paper documents the anti-essentialist efforts that ON 
DISPLAY makes globally and discusses spectatorship, the Western 
gaze on differently-abled bodies, and Otherization. It also serves 
as a personal account from inside Muhlenberg’s own installation 
of ON DISPLAY which took place in Seegers Union in December 
2017.

The Gaze Disruption of Heidi Latsky’s ON DISPLAY

Seeing Bodies, Seeing People
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In 2015, to celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the passage of the Amer-
icans with Disabilities Act, the Heidi Latsky Dance Company orchestrated the pre-
miere of the ON DISPLAY GLOBAL project.1 This year, for the third year running, 
Heidi Latsky Dance and the United Nations partnered again to commemorate the 
annual International Day of Persons with Disabilities on December third. By its 
very nature, ON DISPLAY is constructed by a multitude of different bodies in a 
multitude of different spaces, and thus many groups have been, are, and will be pro-
ducing their own installations of ON DISPLAY across the globe. Luckily, Muhlen-
berg was invited to participate, and so we of the Muhlenberg community built an 
installation of ON DISPLAY with bodies of our own. That is, our own bodies. Two 
days later, footage of our installation was (hopefully) included in the ceremony at 
the UN, along with footage of every other group all around the world. In this effort, 
ON DISPLAY GLOBAL fosters a transnational partnership between its participants, 
and advances International Day of Persons with Disabilities’ stated goal, which is 
to “to promote an understanding of disability issues and mobilize support for the 
dignity, rights and well-being of persons with disabilities. It also seeks to increase 
awareness of gains to be derived from the integration of persons with disabilities 
in every aspect of political, social, economic and cultural life.”2 This project is an 
embodied commitment to the creation of awareness of the challenges that an ableist 
world presents to differently-abled bodies, in an effort to start to curb them.

An observant spectator of ON DISPLAY could deduce that each production 
seems to be enacted according to the following general rules: Bodies included are 
dressed completely in white; bodies include a multiplicity of different ages, colors, 
gender performances, ability performances, and shapes; bodies mostly stand or sit, 
and generally possess a kind of stillness. Somewhere in the space there sits or hangs 
a sign that reads: 

“ON DISPLAY is a deconstructed art exhibit/fashion show—a com-
mentary on the body as spectacle and society’s obsession with body 
image. Members of the disability, performance, and fashion worlds are 
often stared at and objectified in their daily lives.

Reverting the gaze is integral to disability culture. In this installation, 
the performers have the power to choose what they do or do not reveal, 

1  “Heidi Latsky Dance.” Disability Arts International, The British Council, www.disabilityartsinter-
national.org/artists/profiles/heidi-latsky-dance/.
2  “International Day of Persons with Disabilities - 3 December Enable.” United Nations, United 
Nations, www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/international-day-of-persons-with-disabilities-3-de-
cember.html.
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giving them control over a personal journey that cannot help but be 
affected by an audience. The tenuous and complex relationship between 
viewer and viewed that exists in performative work also permeates every-
day life with people who are different in some physical way and hence 
draws attention to themselves whether they want to or not.

We invite audience members to photograph, film, tweet, and post your 
walk through. Out of respect for the performers, we request that this be 
done from a distance and without a flash. Use the hashtag #OnDisplay 
to explore the intersection of art, fashion, and the everyday.”

Thus, the project is complete when it includes spectators. As with most art 
pieces, the audience’s gaze brings ON DISPLAY to life, but with this piece specifi-
cally, that is by design. It is explicitly aware of the audience.

Understandably I hesitate to call ON DISPLAY simply a dance piece or a 
fashion show or an art exhibit, because it is not only one of these things. However it 
shares certain qualities with all of them. The first and most obvious aspect of this is 
its costume. All participating bodies dress completely in white. This component of 
the installation is the first step that it undertakes in disrupting the audience’s normal 
process of marking. Dressing all in white is not a pedestrian or quotidian thing to 
do. We do this at weddings and other ceremonies. So effectively, the white clothing, 
although not specifically prescribed beyond color, becomes a costume, and tells peo-
ple looking that the wearer is doing something special, and might as well themselves 
be special, and for this reason first, before other reasons. It calls attention to itself. 

The second component of ON DISPLAY that pulls it out of the pedestrian 
is its performers’ use of stillness in the choreography. While no two installations are 
exactly alike, all of them heavily feature stillness on the part of the performers. In 
everyday life, we rarely observe each other behaving with stillness unless we are in 
bed or on a slab. Thus, something about the performers’ stillness is vulnerable and 
captivating. It is not simply on their part an act of doing nothing, but a deliberate 
doing of stillness. 

Thus, working together, the costuming and the choreography support the 
nature of this piece as performance, without relying on the setting. They act as 
anti-camouflage, highlighting the performers as opposed to pedestrian clothing and 
movement that might seem to attempt to disinvite staring. Anthropologist Faye 
Ginsburg would say this qualifies ON DISPLAY as an example of ““Visual Activ-
ism,” a term [Rosemarie Garland-Thomson used in her 2009 book Staring] to de-
scribe how people with disabilities are increasingly putting themselves in the public 
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eye, saying “look at me” instead of “don’t stare.””3  Trapping the audience’s gaze is 
just the first step in its larger work.

The white clothing/costume of each body ON DISPLAY in the piece serves 
an additional purpose to pulling focus with color. In the case of many performers, it 
can also obscure parts of the body’s shape. With a deliberate costuming choice, each 
performer may decide whether or not to reveal as much or as little of their body as 
is their prerogative. For many performers, a costume choice can hide the fact that 
they have a physical disability. So an audience member approaches the performance 
space and sees a preponderance of bodies in white clothing first. This primes them 
so that they too are ready for a non-pedestrian interaction. Subsequently seeing the 
performer’s’ stillness, most audience members also slow down or even stop to take 
in this unusual occurrence. This signaling to the audience by the performers has 
prepared the audience to engage with each performer differently than they might if 
the performer were wearing street clothes.  The Performers can use their costumes 
to hide or accentuate parts of their bodies that they want the audience to see or not 
see. Creating an ambiguity in what the audience member perceives creates a gap in 
their knowledge between what they are able to see and what they think they see. 
By creating ambiguity in what the audience is able to see, perceive, and mark, the 
performers of ON DISPLAY accomplish a blurring of the line between what an au-
dience member might call a body and what they might call a disabled body. Unable 
to necessarily delineate between who identifies in what way, they are forced to see 
the bodies on display as simply bodies, first, without necessarily being sure of what 
adjectives to use to qualify that word. For a differently-abled person being watched, 
this can be the difference between being seen simply as some disabled other, or 
being seen as a human person. The attention that the costume and choreography 
brings to each body creates a new space between those performing and those spec-
tating, an in-between wherein both encounter each other and “transform fear into 
understanding.” As Garland-Thomson says, “The public presence of people with 
disabilities stretches our shared understanding of the human variations we value and 
appreciate and invites us to accommodate them.”4

In this way, ON DISPLAY might be an improvement upon an earlier work 
by Heidi Latsky Dance, Gimp. Watching the bodies in that piece without a caption, 
I just saw eight bodies performing dance and acrobatics. However, on my second 
viewing, after I read the text description of Gimp (that is meant to proceed it), I 
noticed that it marked the performing bodies before I even saw them physically, 

3  Ginsburg, Faye. “Disability in the Digital Age.” Digital Anthropology, Edited by Heather Horst and 
Daniel Miller, 2012. p. 8.
4  Garland-Thomson, Rosemarie. Staring: How We Look. Oxford University Press, 2015. p195
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describing them as “four trained dancers and four performers with physical disabil-
ities.” Without the text description, I could not necessarily tell at first who ‘had’ a 
disability and who didn’t. They were all moving too fast, just as proficiently as any 
other dancers. And so being at first unable to perceive difference among them, I did 
not mark them as different. 

This speaks to one of the most crucial parts of ON DISPLAY. When I 
watched the video of Gimp, I was the audience member, and so I was the one per-
ceiving the bodies on stage. Any understanding of what those bodies were was mine. 
This is true of all of us in any audience perceiving anyone. We are the ones doing the 
looking, the ones doing the marking. Even if the average audience member of ON 
DISPLAY doesn’t know it, their looking is itself an action that is the projection of a 
precept onto an object. There is no such thing as ‘just looking.’ In the very moment 
of their seeing some body or some thing, their perception is already filtered through 
the lens of their previous experience, knowledge, and understanding. And in fact, 
then believing that what they’ve seen (and what they think/feel about it) is accurate, 
they reify their own understanding of that body or thing, in a sort of feedback loop. 
Whether or not the audience member then explicitly marks the perceived body, the 
audience member has already automatically implicitly marked them by looking. 

When children are taught from a young age not to look or stare at others who 
might not look like them, the difference is then learned and enforced. Looking, the 
first step to engaging with, becomes a taboo. In an ironic twist, this contributes to 
the otherization of whomever the child might have seen without judgment if they 
weren’t taught otherwise. And not just that one individual, but anyone who might 
also ‘be offended’ by being looked at. Only, the offense is conceived by the parent 
teaching the child not to look, not by the child, and the parent can’t be sure if the 
person the child is looking at will be offended or not, but more likely they would be 
afraid to ask themselves. So these parents socialize their children this way to think of 
those differently shaped as Others, likely themselves having been socialized by their 
own parents, friends, and institutions, in a cycle.5 And this cycle applies to all ways 
of looking, because all ways of looking are taught and learned, and can be un-learned 
if faced with the right teaching, the kind of teaching that ON DISPLAY aspires to. 
In her article “Disability in the Digital Age,” Ginsburg discusses how current under-
standings in the field suggest that “exposure to a broad range of disabilities such as 
occurs in utopian spaces such as disability film festivals can produce what they call 
“aesthetic reprogramming” for audiences,” visually reframing their understanding 

5  Harro, Bobbie. “The Cycle of Socialization.” READINGS FOR DIVERSITY AND SOCIAL JUS-
TICE, 3rd ed., Routelage, 2013, pp. 45–52.
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of the social world.6 The idea is that, hopefully, the worldwide installations of ON 
DISPLAY contributed, even if briefly, to the creation of utopian, inclusive space and 
the aesthetic reprogramming of its audience members to include all kinds of human 
bodies in their understanding of what a human body can look like.

To use a more specific hypothetical example of otherization: someone who’s 
been socialized to avert their eyes from anyone who uses a wheelchair is probably 
primarily seeing the wheelchair and not the person in it. This is incredibly reductive 
on the part of the eye-averter. What they have done is essentialized that person in 
the wheelchair down to that one aspect of their life. Somehow, in their understand-
ing, the wheelchair signifies this need to look away, carrying some kind of strange 
projected embarrassment. 

Ironically, if we’re not careful, the wheelchair example might itself be an 
essentializing move. To essentialize the idea of disability to include a wheelchair, 
or reduce the idea of disability to only include difference in locomotion, would be 
to exclude all those who identify as having a non-visible disability from the greater 
conversation. 

Working together, the costume and choreography of ON DISPLAY disrupt 
this process of looking, marking and essentializing. Although wheelchairs specif-
ically might not be hidden by garments, performers may or may not choose to 
leave visible their crutches, braces, or limbs. And so audience members might not 
first see those parts about them, and even if they do it is in a performance context. 
Either way the looking is also non-quotidian and non-pedestrian, as it is also in a 
performance context.

This blurring of the lines that audience members try to draw in their looking 
and marking is crucial to one of the main impacts ON DISPLAY accomplishes, 
which is the inclusion of different-abled bodies as a seamless part of the in-group. 
The line that ON DISPLAY blurs is actually the line between “us” and “them.” 
Groups of “others” are only made that way because they are marked as an other by 
members of the in-group. In cartographical terms, this project is a redrawing of the 
borders of our understanding of personhood is to include different-abled bodies on 
the inside, whereas in most contexts they are otherized. This redrawing of the map is 
a political act, disrupting the status quo of the ability hierarchy of everyday life. By 
infringing on our ability to clearly mark the way we do in everyday life, the project 
disrupts the otherization process. I see this not as disability erasure, but of disability 
inclusion.7 ON DISPLAY opens up ways to think the world differently, and invites 

6  Ginsburg, Faye. “Disability in the Digital Age.” Digital Anthropology, Edited by Heather Horst and 
Daniel Miller, 2012. p. 8.
7  “ON DISPLAY GLOBAL.” Heidi Latsky Dance, heidilatskydance.com/on-display-global/.
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viewers to step into the understanding that all bodies perform in their own ways, up 
to their own capacities, fulfilling their own potentialities.

 This sentiment is not only reflected in the arrangement of the bodies in the 
space but also in the format of the project’s text. The word “disability” only appears 
twice, blending in with “fashion” and “performance.” The text describes how the 
project plays with the idea of people being stared at, not simply differently-abled 
bodies being stared at. One might more readily associate difference with the idea of 
staring (or not staring), because of the embodied nature of disability, whereas theat-
rical bodies and fashionable bodies can choose whether or not to perform as such. 
That is, people with disabilities generally don’t have the luxury of hiding what makes 
them stand out, the way that theatre artists and members of the fashion community 
can remove their costumes or change their clothes.  Different-abled bodies “carry 
their disability” wherever they go in the physical world. A theatrical body is made 
theatrical by its costume; a fashionable body is made fashionable by its clothing. 
In addition to writing about staring, Ginsburg discusses differently-abled people’s 
use of digital spaces to expand normalized concepts of ‘embodiment.’ Specifically, 
she refers to the habits of many users of the online community Second Life, and 
the videos and blog posts made by activist Amanda Baggs.8 These are examples of 
shared understanding/interactions that transcend tangible space. As an art piece, 
ON DISPLAY exists both in literal space that bodies take up, and in digital space, 
in the video files and Snapchat stories on every audience member’s mobile device. 

Emblematically, each video and picture of the installation is basically in the 
eye of its beholder. The ON DISPLAY text doesn’t go as far as to say that what the 
audience perceives is completely its own, but it does hint at the piece’s understand-
ing that the performance requires the viewed and the viewer. 

The next big line that ON DISPLAY blurs is that very line that it explores, the 
line between spectator and spectacle, between audience and audited. Because unlike 
in an exhibition of painting or sculpture, while the members of the audience are en-
couraged to look at and document the bodies that they see, so too simultaneously do 
the bodies ON DISPLAY look at the audience. The staring is a two-way street. The 
project accomplishes this when bodies who normally are looked at like objects, if at 
all, invite the staring first. This changes the sentiment of the interaction from “Am 
I being watched?” to “Watch me!” It is an action of power and agency on the part 
of the performers. The performers bring themselves into existence anew when they 
invite the audience to perceive them in this context. Just as the audience is incapable 
of “just looking,” so too are the performers. Their looking is an active challenge to 

8  Ginsburg, Faye. “Disability in the Digital Age.” Digital Anthropology, Edited by Heather Horst and 
Daniel Miller, 2012.
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the furtive glance by invitation of a longer, two-way look. The action of their look-
ing is a message to the other looker: “You are looking at me. I am looking at you. 
We are looking at each other.” The important parts of this message are the pronouns. 
Everyone involved in this interaction is a person. And from that message, hopefully, 
while the audience might not understand the action of their looking, they might 
at least understand, as a result of being looked at by those whom they are looking 
at, how easily we can mark a body as an object when we should be trying to grasp 
its very humanity. And then, hopefully, accordingly, they will see these bodies as 
people, not objects. This is a subversion of the typical Western gaze on the disabled 
body, which not only objectifies, but pathologizes and usually pities Difference. Of 
course the counter-objective effort of the piece adds a certain irony to the format 
of ON DISPLAY as an art installation. Most art is objectified by its audience; most 
art galleries invite their contents to be objectified. The staring back of the people 
ON DISPLAY is, again, a reversion of the gaze, working against objectification. It 
creates an Epic quality in the piece, that even without words, says loud and clear, 
‘Hey! I’m a person! Learn to not objectify me! This is me, doing this labor! It’s not 
happening by itself!’9 In this interaction there are two human bodies—the audience 
and the performer—created afresh in each others’ eyes. When the interaction be-
tween the performer and the audience changes from one of ‘looking at,’ to one of 
“seeing with,”10 so too does their very relationship change, from audience/performer 
to person/person. 

I too experienced a blurring of the line between spectator and spectacle, as 
I went from simply having watched video of ON DISPLAY online to participating 
myself as a body in Muhlenberg’s installation. As a performer, I am no stranger to 
being looked at, but I have never presented my body the way I did during this piece. 
I found myself feeling self-conscious, but not about the way I looked. Moreso I was 
worried about honoring the choreography properly, and truly feeling my own body’s 
impulses. 

In the same way that this project is meant to bring the audience’s attention 
directly to the present body, I found myself as well strongly focused on my own 
form in ways I did not expect. The exercise had a meditative quality to it, and I 
eventually I could feel each stretch and creak of my muscles and bones as I slowly 
moved in place. 

9  Brecht, Bertholt, and John Willett. “The Street Scene: A Basic Model for an Epic Theatre.” The 
Routledge Drama Anthology and Sourcebook: From Modernism to Contemporary Performance, 
edited by Maggie B. Gale et al, Routledge, 2010, pp.469-474..
10  Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, and Carleton Dallery. “Eye and Mind.” The Primacy of Perception And 
Other Essays on Phenomenological Psychology, the Philosophy of Art, History and Politics, edited by James 
M. Edie, Northwestern University Press, 1964, pp. 159–190.
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This feeling might have been facilitated by the quiet that filled the room. 
I hadn’t noticed, but as soon as we silently entered our staging area dressed in our 
whites, those that came to see us also went silent, and that silence was heard by those 
who hadn’t come explicitly to see us, and this engaged them too. We primed the 
audience for silence, and then they were silent. So the environment of silence was 
one that we created together. 

I felt empowered in performing this piece to take up space in a way unlike I 
ever have before in that kind of public environment. I understand that typically as 
a big white guy I already take up a lot of space, and I try and check that in everyday 
life, but at the same time I identify as a fat person and often feel that I might be seen 
as taking up more space than I deserve. It is a shrinking feeling. 

With my eyes closed and the freedom to move as I pleased, I felt power in 
my bones and conviction in my belly. The only fear was that I might be dishonest 
with myself. Witnesses describe seeing me as being in my body unapologetically, to 
a degree they had never seen me before. 

Apart from the safety I found in hiding behind my eyelids, I also experienced 
the inherent safety present in a theatrical space. We are allowed to do all sorts of 
things there that we would never do ‘in the real world.’ When the theatrical bubble 
is intact we are protected from convention. A drag performer is afforded the time 
and space to wear and do what they please on a stage, but that same performer’s 
body is at serious risk for violence on the sidewalk maybe just down the block.

The feeling of being in the space was immensely satisfying, in all its challenge 
and heightened intensity, but having spent so much time as an audience member, I 
had really only considered my expectations for them, and not my own expectations 
as a performer. I realized at some point I had been thinking more about the respons-
es of others to my actions than my own responses to my actions. 

When my eyes were open I could see the spectators, and they saw me watch-
ing them. I saw something vulnerable in many of their eyes that I believe I would 
not have been privy to had we simply passed in the hallway normatively. I think in 
those moments I might have experienced real “seeing with.” Those moments fulfilled 
the expectations I had built up for myself and this project as a result of my research 
leading up to it. That said, plenty of other spectators, for some reason, laughed at us 
and spoke about us as if we weren’t even there, and while I suppose part of me did 
expect some audience members to act that way, I had hoped they wouldn’t.

Many spectators acted exactly the same as all the audiences of the previous 
installations: They were slowed down, and looked with awe. They were confused, 
and they were freaking out a little. But many spectators on the other hand, sure-
ly jaded liberal arts students, walked right by us without even a second glance. I 
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think that there might be some inversely proportional relationship between ON 
DISPLAY’s radicalness and the amount that its performance space is typically used 
for performance. There are many eccentric activities that take place in the student 
union throughout the year, and some people just get used to it. 

At first, I admit, I found this upsetting. It gave me the feeling that a lot of 
people just ‘didn’t get it’ or weren’t trying to. But later on my mentor reminded me 
of what J.L Austin has to say about Unhappy Performatives: “‘Without effect’ does 
not here mean ‘without consequences, results, effects.’”11 While here Austin might 
be put off by the nonverbality of the whole affair, the point is that just because I 
interpreted the audience members as ‘not getting it’ doesn’t mean that this piece 
had no effect on them, and it doesn’t even necessarily mean that I was correct about 
them ‘not getting it’ in the first place. And even if we didn’t necessarily accomplish 
what we set out to with every audience member, I’m confident that we did accom-
plish it with at least some of our audience, and with the rest I know that we at least 
accomplished something.

I had to resort to similar glass-half-full thinking in response to a little moment 
of crisis I had during the debrief among the participants of our installations: one of 
our performers was using rhetoric that committed erasure against the non-visible 
disabilities of people that were in the room, and that pathologized bodies in wheel-
chairs to boot. At first I really despaired hearing this kind of talk, and wondered how 
she could possibly think like that. I interpreted her as not having understood the 
work, but then I was reminded that I’ve been doing a lot more reading about this 
than most of the people there and to take the attitude that I somehow know better 
leads to the same kind of paternalism and enactment of power that we get into this 
kind of scholarship in order to dismantle in the first place. And even if she might 
have some problematic ideas about disability, it was huge that she felt comfortable 
as a non-student to come join us, and then still comfortable enough to speak. Yes, 
her rhetoric shows that there are still gaps in the understanding we are trying to 
create, but her presence in the space shows that we are ever-moving towards closing 
those gaps with the things we do and the knowledge we spread. And regardless of 
the thoughts of any one of us individuals, we still collectively enacted an anti-essen-
tialist effort.

Unfortunately due to the nature of power and privilege, people who con-
sider themselves as not having any disabilities can choose not to think about and 
not to look at differently-abled people and disability issues in everyday life. Our 
institutions and structures have not been built to accommodate all people of all 

11  Austin, John L. How to Do Things with Words. Edited by J. O. Urmson and Marina Sbisa, 2nd 
ed., Harvard University, 1975.
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levels and forms of ability. People who consider themselves normative are used to 
seeing themselves represented in culture. The idea of disability does not affect their 
lives, if they decide it doesn’t. However, the power of the gaze of the performers of 
ON DISPLAY can force the audience into thinking about disability, and once that 
thinking is unlocked, it cannot simply go away. This is a strategy that can be used by 
any marginalized group to reach from the margins toward the center of the gaze and 
catch the proverbial spotlight: a component of the re-mapping mentioned above, an 
act of political inclusion.
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Abstract:

The Association of Katangese Women

My research analyzes a protest on July 17, 1962 of 8,000 members 
of the Association of Katangese women and situates it in the con-
text of foreign intervention in the Congo. Using sources from the 
United Nations and the Columbia University archives, it analyzes 
the ways in which Katangese people used protest to combat neo-
colonialist and African nationalist narratives that portrayed Ka-
tanga as an apolitical space. The UN, along with Congolese and 
African media, shifted all political power to Moise Tshombe, the 
Katangese president, to delegitimize the secession and claim that 
Katangese people were not active participants or political agents. 
As external forces denied the existence of Katangese people’s polit-
ical views to suit their own agendas, citizens used protest to push 
against these imposed narratives and assert their agency as Katan-
gese citizens. Furthermore, the explicitly anti-United Nations and 
anti-United States protest highlights Katangese people’s assertion 
of their right to safety and freedom from UN occupation and em-
phasizes the ways in which Katangese women were organizing po-
litically and striving to impact the various narratives surrounding 
Katanga. 

Politics and Activism during the Congo Crisis
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On July 17, 1962, 8,000 Katangese women protested the United Nations 
occupation of Katanga, a secessionist territory of the Congo that found itself the site 
of crisscrossing neocolonialist and African nationalist narratives. This protest was 
explicitly anti-United Nations and anti-United States and disrupted many of these 
political narratives surrounding Katanga as Katangese citizens asserted their own 
autonomy amidst foreign intervention. Writers with neocolonialist and African na-
tionalist ideologies often depicted Katanga as apolitical and controlled by Belgium, 
using this to delegitimize the secession and minimize the role of Katangese citizens. 
While Belgium did have a role in the Katangese government, a nuanced analysis of 
the secession needs to include the push for independence among Katangese people 
and acknowledge their political agency. The women’s protest in Katanga highlights 
the struggle in the Congo over control of political narratives and centers everyday 
citizens in their struggle for independence and self-definition.

Political parties in the Congo often stemmed from local communities and 
ethnic ties, strengthening people’s regional affiliations and setting a precedent for 
community-based political action. In “Rethinking the Katangese Secession” Miles 
Larmer and Erik Kennes point out that the colonial outlawing of political parties 
meant that local, cultural spaces became the basis for resistance and political orga-
nization.1 This is evident in the regional and ethnic bases for many political parties; 
the Balubakat cartel, for example, was affiliated with the Baluba ethnic group while 
CONAKAT, or the Confederation des Associations Tribales du Katanga, was tied to 
the region.2 This ensured that local spaces would continue to have significance in a 
postcolonial context. 

Katangese president Moise Tshombe started out as the leader of the CON-
AKAT party which advocated for a confederation of states in the Congo rather than 
one united nation, a plan which would grant Katanga more economic and political 
autonomy. This conflicted with the platform of the future Congolese Prime Minis-
ter Patrice Lumumba’s Mouvement National Congolaise (MNC), which advocated 
for a united Congo in which this unity was based on shared colonial experiences 
of oppression.3 The regionalism of Tshombe’s party would mean that most support 
for CONAKAT came from Katanga and that after independence, many Katangese 
would support for Tshombe rather than Lumumba’s MNC, which lacked CON-
AKAT’s emphasis on regionalism. 

Tshombe used his economic and regional influence to engineer a secession 

1  Miles Larmer and Erik Kennes, “Rethinking the Katangese Secession,” The Journal of Imerial and 
Commonwealth History (2014), 744. 
2  Meriwether, “Congo: Independence,” 211. 
3  Meriwether, “Congo: Independence,” 211. 
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right after Congolese independence in 1960. The Congolese army, the Force Pu-
blique, had mutinied against its white, Belgian officers, giving Belgium forces an 
excuse to return to the nation under claims that they needed to protect their assets. 
Tshombe took advantage of Belgium’s economic interest in Katanga to strengthen 
his political power and seceded with the support of the newly returned Belgian forc-
es.4 The loss of such a wealthy territory was dangerous for the newly independent 
Congo so Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba called in the UN to remove Belgian 
forces from the nation and help return Katanga to the Congo.5 However, the UN 
undermined Lumumba’s authority by commencing their occupation of Katanga 
without first consulting him and Lumumba quickly demanded the UN leave the 
Congo. While Lumumba wanted a direct and rapid invasion of Katanga, the United 
Nations insisted on a theoretically less agressive approach.6  As each power attempt-
ed to shape the events of the Congo Crisis, they began to spin narratives to suit their 
agendas, often leaving out the views and agency of the Katangese people. 

The African nationalism of Congolese Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba 
played a prominent role in international relations as he staunchly called out Belgian 
and UN neocolonialism. In the 1960s, African nationalism was an ideology that 
supported self-determination and self-rule of newly independent African nations. 
In the context of the Congo, it meant a national unity based on shared experiences 
of colonial oppression rather than regional or ethnic ties.7 Because of this, Lumum-
ba was enthusiastically supported by many Africans and African Americans. This 
is significant in the context of Katanga because of the supposed role of Tshombe, 
Belgium, and the UN in the 1961 assassination of Lumumba. Lumumba’s death 
was significant internationally because it came to represent an attack on African 
nationalism and African autonomy in the Congo. The assassination of Lumumba 
was not an event that carried with it any clarity. Tshombe’s official report was that 
he had been killed by “unnamed hostile villagers”8 in Katanga but most suspected 
foul play — the UN, Belgium, and Katanga were generally regarded as being tied 
up with his murder.

Despite his popularity with African nationalists, Lumumba was a figure who 
was undeniably feared by white westerners; he bitingly denounced Belgian rule and 
made it clear that he would protect the unity of the Congo by reintegrating Ka-

4  James H. Meriwether, “Congo: Independence, Black Nationalism, Leftism, and Splintering,” 
Proudly we can be Africans (University of California Press, 2002), 214. 
5  Meriwether, “Congo: Independence,” 216. 
6  Meriwether, “Congo: Independence,” 217. 
7  Kevin Dunn, “Congo as Chaos, Lumumba as Diable: Independence and the 1960 Crisis,” Imagin-
ing the Congo (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 76. 
8  Meriwether, “Congo: Independence,” 231. 
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tanga, even if that meant fighting Western influence and accepting Soviet aid.9 In 
his book Imagining the Congo, Kevin Dunn describes the connection of legitima-
cy to pro-Western, anti-communist ideology.10 The US was willing to delegitimize 
the Congo and Katanga and undermine Lumumba’s authority because his politics 
did not align with those in the West. In this way, the agency of both Katanga and 
the Congo to define their statehood was transferred externally to Western powers. 
This transfer of power to the West frequently comes up in African Nationalist and 
Neocolonialist media as a tool to delegitimize Katanga based on Tshombe’s ties to 
Belgium. However, Katangese people clearly did feel an affiliation to their region 
and were not just Tshombe’s pawns throughout the conflict.

The Katangese government worked to reinforce the regional allegiance of its 
citizens after secession, indicating that Katangese people were actively involved in 
the attempted creation of the state. Larmer and Kennes stress the ways in which Ka-
tanga “performed” its independence through national currency, a state flag, and the 
national anthem.11 A Jeune Afrique article adds to this list by mentioning a special 
coin that came out in honor of Katangese independence.12 While statehood inevi-
tably has a performative element, in this case it displays the way in which Katanga 
internally asserted its independence and sought to cultivate a sense of nationalism, 
meaning that the Katangese government attempted to foster a sense of belonging 
and recognition of Katanga as a valid, autonomous nation. The performed state of 
Katanga was a visible part of the everyday lives of Katangese people. This indicates 
that the Katangese government worked to create a material culture that reinforced 
the autonomy of Katanga and sought to create a prominent, physical representation 
of independence. While this does not necessarily indicate the attitudes of Katangese 
people towards their government, it does display the way that independence was 
materially circulated. 

Katangese media also worked to reinforce belonging within the state of Ka-
tanga by emphasizing the right of Katangese people to live in an unoccupied, inde-
pendent territory. One radio station, called Katanga Libre (Free Katanga), aired a 
speech of Mr. Kimba, the minister of foreign affairs, that emphasized both Katan-
gese right to autonomy and their constitution of a valid nation. The penultimate 
paragraph implores Katangese people to “remember that the UN soldier is here not 
to establish order but in the service of American Imperialism and to reduce our 
Nation to slavery.” The broadcast subsequently calls women and children to take 

9  Meriwether, “Congo: Independence,” 218. 
10  Dunn, “Congo as Chaos,” 79. 
11  Larmer and Kennes, Rethinking the Katangese Secession, 
12  “Katanga: Les Consequences,” Afrique Action, August 19, 1961, 20. 
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up arms against the UN.13 This speech indicates the way in which imperialism and 
the concept of Katanga as a nation were being framed by Katangese media. The 
word “nation” reinforces that Katanga has the right to be independent and unoc-
cupied. Katanga is not depicted as a mere Congolese territory in this broadcast but 
an autonomous political entity. Furthermore, the fact that women and children are 
implored to fight reinforces the national belonging of all Katangese people and indi-
cates a push for political involvement on the part of all Katangese citizens.

While Katangese media and material culture indicate a nationalist narrative 
within Katanga, this was often disregarded by foreign powers who bolstered their 
own agendas by ignoring any political views of Katangese people. Despite the UN’s 
clear intervention in Congolese politics, it attempted to maintain a policy of im-
partiality in order to avoid entangling itself in the multiple political narratives (such 
as the Cold War and African nationalism) surrounding Katanga and the Congo. 
However, the United Nations was involved in Congolese politics and the internal 
definition of the Congolese state, despite the fact that it maintained within its policy 
a strict statement that it would only intervene in external affairs and avoid internal 
politics.14 The organization justified its intervention in Katanga by refusing to rec-
ognize its independence; that meant that the UN had the prerogative to fight the 
external forces supposedly controlling Katanga. In order to sustain this policy, the 
UN defined the internal space of Katanga as apolitical by refusing to grant agency 
to political leaders or citizens.

The UN’s professed aim in the Congo was to remove the mercenaries con-
trolling the secession -- with them gone, the theory was that the secession would 
quickly fall apart and the Katangese forces would fall into disarray.15 This theory 
is explicitly based upon the idea that Katanga was an apolitical space; mercenaries 
were ascribed political agency at the expense of Katangese people, who were as-
sumed to be mere bystanders in the Katangese secession while mercenaries manip-
ulated political leaders.

To maintain a veneer of impartiality and gloss over its false binary, the UN 
issued propaganda that simultaneously ignored and acknowledged the political 
power of the Katangese. One example was the UN’s plan in December of 1961 to 

13  Évariste Kimba, Radio Katanga Libre, December 30, 1961.  S-0746-0010-08, Folder: Propagan-
da, Series: Offics of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General - Katanga 1948-1964, United 
Nations Archives, New York. 
14  “Security Council Resolution of August 9, Operative Paragraph 4,” Box: 160, Folder: Katanga, 
Andrew Wellington Cordier Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University.
15  “Note to Correspondents,” United Nations Press Services, Office of Public Information, December 
16, 1961, Box 160, Folder: Press Services, Notes to Correspondents, Andrew Wellington Cordier 
Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University.
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drop leaflets over Katanga in order to explain the purpose of the UN in the Congo. 
The leaflet addresses the “Congolese men and women of Katanga” and begins and 
ends with the statement “the United Nations is your true friend!”16 The UN was 
concerned about opposition within the Katangese population and felt the need to 
expend resources to attempt to convince Katangese people that the UN was on 
their side. They deny Katangese independence by addressing people in Katanga as 
“Congolese,” implying that despite the declaration of secession, Katanga is still a 
part of the Congo. This denial further reinforces the idea that Katangese people are 
uninvolved with politics or secession and can therefore be swayed to the side of the 
UN with propaganda that denies independence. 

Subsequently, the leaflet reveals a significant aspect of the UN intervention 
when it states that “The United Nations has no wish to interfere in Congolese poli-
tics. It only wants to eliminate malevolent foreign influences.”17 Here, the pamphlet 
implies that mercenaries are solely responsible for the secession but ironically fails to 
recognize that the very act of dropping the leaflets is an attempt to sway the views 
of the Katangese people and therefore an acknowledgment of their political power. 

UN propaganda served another purpose: it aimed to offset past UN violence 
and cultivate pro-UN sentiment in Katanga. An especially vivid account of vio-
lence within Elisabethville in September of 1961 was printed in both the Chicago 
Defender and in the Washington Times. An unnamed “white businessman” claimed 
to have fled Katanga after witnessing incredible bloodshed; he described UN troops 
riding around shooting unarmed ambulance drivers, women and children sleeping 
in their hallways for fear of being shot through windows, and corpses decomposing 
in the streets. The businessman condemned the UN troops, claiming that “The 
Indian troops are more than trigger happy -- they are vicious -- and the Irish troops 
do not enhance their reputation by slaughtering Katangese gendarmes from their 
armored cars.”18 The UN violence in September of 1961 helps contextualize the July 
17th protest of Katangese women because it emphasizes the past experience that 
Katangese people in Elisabethville had with UN troops. This helps to explain the 
motivation behind anti-UN sentiment and the anger towards Indian soldiers that 
was evident on July 17th. 

The UN and African Nationalist condemnation from abroad would have im-
pacted  and complicated the everyday lives of Katangese people. On one hand, the 

16  “Leaflets will be dropped over Katanga to explain United Nations objectives,” United Nations 
Press Services, Office of Public Information, December 10, 1961, Andrew Wellington Cordier Papers. 
Rare Book and Manuscript Library. Columbia University.
17  “Leaflets will be dropped,” December 10, 1961. 
18  Businessman Charges UN With Savagery in Katanga, Labels Elisabethville a City of Hate, Daily 
Defender, September 18, 1961.
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UN labeled them as Congolese but denied them safety and freedom; on the other 
the Katangese government emphasized national belonging and the right of Katan-
gese people to live in an autonomous territory. While people living in the territory 
were not simply residential bystanders to the conflict, they were also not treated 
as people with national affiliations to Katanga. Despite the UN’s invalidation of 
any Katangese loyalty to the territory or political awareness, people within Katanga 
worked to disrupt UN narratives and assert their own political agency.

July 17th, 1962: Protest of the Association of Katangese Women
The organizers of the July 17 anti-United Nations protest, the Association 

of Katangese Women (l’Association des Femmes Katangaises) was, by nature of its 
existence, a group that disrupted the UN narrative of Katanga as an apolitical space. 
The Association of Katangese Women had political ties with Katangese politicians; 
before the protest, representatives from the association reportedly met with Mr. 
Munongo, the Katangese minister of the Interior. While the UN report claimed 
that this meant that the Katangese government directed the protest, this conclusion 
is rather dubious as the meeting was held the day before the protest, on July 16th.19 
This leaves very little time for the 8,000 protesters to be organized, suggesting that 
the protest was organized by the AKW prior to the meeting with Mr. Munongo. 
Ultimately, the meeting indicates that the Association had political connections and 
was actively collaborating with the Katangese government. This destroys the UN de-
piction of Katanga as apolitical; the women were actively engaged in the Katangese 
government and used a protest addressing UN occupation of the Congo as a way to 
make their political views visible not just to the UN, but on an international level.

The protest at the Avenue Tombeur on July 17th pushed against the UN’s 
definitions of Katanga and was sparked by a UN denial of Katangese legitimacy after 
a Katangese on July 11th celebrating the second anniversary of Katangese indepen-
dence. A brief report from UN authorities describes the “so called Independence cel-
ebrations” as being dangerously outside UN control. Instead of the 300 gendarmes 
scheduled to march in the parade, 2,000 Katangese gendarmes marched through 
the Avenue Tombeur,20 highlighting the UN’s lack of control over the movement of 
armed Katangese forces. Concerned at this show of Katangese political and military 
unity, the UN established a roadblock at the Avenue Tombeur in order to control 

19  “Observations/Conclusions,” (July 30, 1962), S-0735-0011-08, Series: Office of the Special 
Representative of the Security General--Registry--Political and Security, 1960-1965, United Nations 
Archives, New York. 
20  K. Sundarji, “Headquarters of Sector B (Headquarters, Indian Independent Brigade Group), 
Operation Grand Stand,” Operation Instruction Number 2, (July 11, 1962), S-0735-0011-08, Series: 
Office of the Special Representative of the Security General--Registry--Political and Security, 1960-
1965, United Nations Archives, New York.
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the movement of armed forces in Katanga. This highlights the friction within Ka-
tanga between the UN, who denied and openly opposed Katangese independence, 
and the Katangese military, political and civilian forces who organized the parade as 
a reclamation of Katanga’s physical space. The UN’s roadblock became a symbol of 
the UN’s interference in Katangese independence and refusal to recognize Katanga 
as an autonomous territory. 

Because the protest was organized and led by the Association of Katangese 
Women, the demographics of the protest were fairly specific. Most of the protesters 
were young women, many who were carrying young children as they attacked the 
UN soldiers. Many young boys were also present and reportedly used their catapults 
to hurl rocks at the UN Indian troops at the roadblock.21 These demographics are 
reflected in the casualties of the protest; a 17 year old was shot along with a five 
year old boy. Another very young boy of unspecified age was also killed.22 Some 
men were also present at the protest, however a reporter who was at the roadblock, 
French reporter Leopold Vranken, for example, reported that the men appeared lat-
er on. He estimated that many came from work since they were not originally with 
the women when the protest began23. The Avenue Tombeur protest was organized 
by women and it was largely an event that focused on the political ideas of women 
in Katanga. This is significant because it means that this protest provides a window 
into the political organization of a group of women in Katanga and therefore dis-
plays the way in which women were engaging in politics and pushing against UN 
political narratives. 

The desire of the protestors to claim autonomy over the internal space of 
Katanga can be seen in the protest’s explicit stance against the United Nations. The 
women filled the Avenue Tombeur, the roadblock set up in response to the inde-
pendence parade, signaling their intention to reclaim control over the movement 
of Katangese troops in their territory. The women destroyed the roadblock and at-
tacked the UN’s Indian soldiers, singing, dancing, and taunting them while carrying 
banners that proclaimed “UN Pack and go. We do not want Nehru and Kennedy 
men here. This is our land”24 and “The women of Katanga demand the withdrawal 
of the murderous UN mercenaries. Down the Kennedy-Adoula-Nehru clique.”25 

21  “Intelligence Summary,” S-0735-0011-08, Series: Office of the Special Representative of the 
Security General--Registry--Political and Security, 1960-1965, United Nations Archives, New York.
22  “Observations/Conclusions,” July 30, 1962. 
23  Leopold Vranken, “Deposition fait par Monsieur Vranken, Leopold,” S-0735-0011-08, Series: 
Office of the Special Representative of the Security General--Registry--Political and Security, 1960-
1965, United Nations Archives, New York.
24  “Observations/Conclusions,” July 30, 1962. 
25 “!0,000 Women Attack Indian Post, 3 Civilian Deaths Reported,” The Times, July 18, 1962. 
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The signs emphasize the women’s expression of ownership of the space of Katanga 
and explicitly label the UN as a dangerous invader. This can be tied to the account 
of UN violence and terror by the white businessman, connecting the protest to 
past UN violence in Elisabethville and demonstrating the way in which Katangese 
people were reacting to past UN actions. The protest was not arbitrary and reflected 
a consciousness of UN neocolonialism and violence in Katanga. The women also 
target Nehru, Adoula, and Kennedy, leaders who support the UN intervention in 
Katanga. The women participating in the protest were clearly thinking about the 
ways in which international powers were supporting the UN and fortifying the 
narrative that denied their territory political recognition. 

The Katangese women’s demonstration clearly resonated with other mem-
bers of the Katangese territory. This can be seen in the support for the women both 
from the Katangese gendarmerie and medical officers in Katanga. One UN report 
claimed that, “Katanga police arrived but stood around and took no action to con-
trol the crowd” and that Katangese police cheered the women on and stopped the 
Indian troops who attempted to charge the women with sticks.26  Thus the police 
were not only allowing the protest to occur but actively supporting it by protecting 
protesters from UN violence. Due to past experiences of horrific UN violence in 
Elisabethville, it is logical that the UN troops were treated as violent and danger-
ous by the gendarmes. Additionally, a UN intelligence summary described how 
“Colonel Kiembe Chief of Staff came and talked to Captain Surinder Nath Mortar 
Officer for one hour. He accused UN troops to be American Mercenaries.”27 This 
statement subverts the UN’s claim that Katanga is propped up by mercenaries by 
implying that the UN is controlled by the United States, which openly supported 
the UN operation. The Officer points out the hypocrisy of the UN’s false internal/
external binary that the UN has used to justify military action in Katanga; the UN 
is not separate from powers such as the US and clearly is politically involved in the 
Congo, despite its frequent denial of that fact.

In the aftermath of the protest, the UN tried to neutralize the damage done 
to their picture of Katanga as apolitical. Three people died during the protest: a 17 
year old woman was shot while carrying her baby and two young boys were killed, 
one only 5 years old. The official report shirks evidence for the killings, claiming 
repeatedly that their troops did not fire on the protesters and employed maximum 
restraint.28 The willingness of people to risk their lives during the protest is some-

26  “Intelligence Summary,” July, 1962, S-0735-0011-08, Series: Office of the Special Representative 
of the Security General--Registry--Political and Security, 1960-1965, United Nations Archives, New 
York. 
27  “Intelligence Summary,” July, 1962. 
28  “Observations/Conclusions,” July 30, 1962. 
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thing which further shatters the apolitical depiction of Katanga by emphasizing 
the political commitment of Katangese people. Furthermore, the widespread an-
ti-UN sentiment in Katanga points to the fact that UN intervention was violently 
opposed in Katanga and taking responsibility for the deaths of three young people 
would further damage its reputation. The report concludes by resorting to an attack 
on Katangese legitimacy. It states that “this could never have happened in a well 
organized society with efficient government machinery.”29 In this way, the report 
shifted responsibility for the protest from the women to the disorganized Katangese 
government. The reason that the protest occurred was not because of political unrest 
and anti-UN sentiment but instead mere disorder stemming from the illegitimate 
Katangese government. Thus the UN defers responsibility for the protest’s fatalities 
and paternalistically justifies its own intervention in Katanga. Agency is removed 
from the protesters and the gendarmerie that supported the women and transferred 
to the concept of chaos within the Katangese state. 

The UN’s report furthermore produced sparse and exaggerated evidence 
against their own deadly role in the protest. The report was “inconclusive” as to how 
the boy and the young woman were shot — excuses range from a lack of blood at 
the spots where the woman and boy were shot to the fact that their witness left for 
lunch and never returned.30 A lack of blood in a crowd of 8,000 people does not 
seem too far fetched as one can speculate that the blood could have been tracked 
away by the mass of protesters. Additionally, the UN claims that “one must not lose 
sight of the evidence of Illunga, Henri who said, that he observed some Gendarmes 
in the crowd in civilian clothes with automatic hidden in their dresses.”31 This piece 
of evidence further corroborates the involvement of Katangese armed forces in the 
protest but is used here to imply that bullets could have been fired from within the 
protest rather than from the Indian troops. This explanation is also a clear cover up 
as all other UN reports point to Katangese gendarmes protecting and supporting 
protesters. 

Despite the UN’s denial of responsibility, officials had taken interviews in the 
aftermath of the protest that implicated Indian soldiers in the protest’s fatalities. In 
particular, Mr. Léopold Vranken, a journalist at l’Agence France-Presse and l’Essor 
du Katanga reported that he witnessed the death of the 17 year old woman who 
was shot near the roadblock. He reported that he saw a group of women surround 
three soldiers near the UN roadblock. He heard gunfire and saw a woman who had 
collapsed and whose baby had fallen as a result. A group of women surrounded her 

29  “Observations/Conclusions,” July 30, 1962. 
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and reported that she had been shot either once or twice. The reporter had assumed 
that she had fainted from fear but later called an ambulance when bullet wounds 
were reported.32 This was explicit evidence that Indian troops were responsible for 
the death of the woman. Seemingly, the UN deliberately ignored this interview, 
however many in Katanga rejected the UN’s report and emphasized UN brutality 
during the protest. Additionally, the interview of the reporter emphasizes the press 
involvement with the protest. The presence of many different media sources at the 
protest foreshadowed the widespread media response to the July 17th protest; the 
events were filtered through different perspectives and reported internationally. 

Political Narratives of Media Coverage of the July 17th Protest
As the UN scrambled to repair its narrative of Katanga, African Nationalist 

and neocolonialist media struggled to do the same. Sources portray the conflict in 
ways that highlight their political stances on the secession, often denying the wom-
en’s agency on the basis of their own agendas. The Chicago Defender, an African 
American newspaper, exemplifies this, depicting the women as blind followers of 
Tshombe rather than politically aware individuals. The article, titled “Tshombe - Fly 
in the Ointment” states that “It is not at all beyond President Moise Tshombe’s con-
spiratorial mind to have instigated and even organized this vicious demonstration 
against the UN military forces.”33 The newspaper shifts the responsibility for the 
protest to Tshombe in order to vilify him and in doing so glosses over the role of 
the Association of Katangese Women in the protest. The article negates the political 
awareness of the protestors in order to vilify Tshombe and portray him as the root 
of the problems in Katanga. The stance taken in this article highlights the writers’ 
solidarity with African nationalism and nationalist leaders like Patrice Lumumba. 
Tshombe and Katanga are frequently depicted as having undermined Congolese 
unity and opened the Congo up to neocolonialist forces; thus the protest is viewed 
through the lenses of Lumumba’s murder and Tshombe’s betrayal of African nation-
alism. 

The Francophone African magazine, Jeune Afrique, like the Chicago De-
fender, frames the protest from an African nationalist perspective but, unlike the 
Chicago Defender, victimizes the women in order to bolster its political viewpoint. 
On one hand, the magazine’s article on the protest is similar to the Chicago De-
fender in that it implies that Tshombe’s politics are at the root of the violence in 
Katanga. The article claims that “the provocations of Tshombe have made victims 
in Elisabethville.”34 This statement and the use of the word “victims” depicts the 

32  Leopold Vranken, “Deposition.”
33  “Tshombe - Fly in the Ointment,” July 28, 1962. 
34  “Congo, La Kermesse Héroïque,” Jeune Afrique, July 30 - August 4, 1962, 18. 
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women as casualties of  Tshombe’s fatal politics, thereby transferring political agency 
to him. This victimization denies they awareness of the women by implying that 
they were simply pushed into danger by Tshombe rather than having made a con-
scious choice to engage in a protest. Additionally, one of the photos in the article 
is accompanied by the following caption: “screaming, excited, these women would 
soon trigger incidents that would leave two dead and several wounded, despite all 
the efforts of the Indian soldiers.”35 While the article ascribes the “provocation” of 
the protest to Tshombe, ultimately, the actions of the women were what caused the 
fatalities during the protest. 

The London Times also printed an article about the protest, however, this 
newspaper lacked African nationalist affiliations. Great Britain indirectly supported 
Katanga due to its economic interest in the region,36 however, while this article’s 
tone was not quite as harsh as the Chicago Defender and Jeune Afrique, it still did 
not acknowledge the political nature of the protest. The article diminished the po-
litical nature of the Association by labeling its leaders “fanatically pro-Tshombe.”37 
This implies that the women leading protest were extremists acting out of mere 
obsession with Tshombe rather than politically informed individuals acting out of 
developed political reactions to the UN occupation. Like the Chicago Defender and 
Jeune Afrique, the Times description of the protest also enhanced the depiction of 
Katanga as apolitical. Despite, Britain’s support of Katanga, the political agency of 
the protesters was not acknowledged, implying that the idea of Katangese people as 
apolitical followers of Tshombe was also present in nations that supported Katanga. 

The scope of this paper is limited by the available sources; none are directly 
from Katangese people and rather are outside sources coated in layers of political 
narratives and agendas. It is necessary to point out that the sources used in this 
paper are heavily biased; however, the events of July 17th and their explicit political 
nature do point to the fact that Katanga was not an apolitical space being molded 
by external forces. Katangese people were thinking about politics and defending the 
autonomy of their government and their territory against violent UN occupation. 
While there is still much to be explored in terms of the Katangese experience during 
the Congo Crisis, it is clearly necessary to account for the ways in which neocolonial 
and African nationalist narratives intersected and attempted define political spaces 
within Katanga as well as the ways in which Katangese citizens were impacted by 
these narratives. 

35  “Congo, La Kermesse Héroïque,” July 30 - August 4, 1962, 18. 
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Abstract:

The placebo is typically understood as an inactive or inert treat-
ment, something given in lieu of “real” treatment with biologically 
active substances. This biological model of the placebo, however, is 
criticized for its reductive nature and reliance upon a strict mind-
body binary. At the same time, the idea that an inert substance 
can affect one’s physiological state simply through “suggestion” de-
mands a rethinking of biologies that allows for an understanding 
of not a mind-body binary, but a mind-body duality. Presented 
here is an overview of various theories of the placebo and its mech-
anism of action, as well as a critique of the way in which placebo 
is discussed in the current literature, specifically the failure to con-
ceptualize the placebo as a truly active substance. Also presented 
is a potential method for the practical application of the placebo 
effect to treatment and medicine.
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The term ‘placebo’ and the concepts that have been associated with it (place-
bo effect, placebo response, drug response, nocebo) have been defined and charac-
terized in a variety of ways and with an even wider variety of meanings, a situation 
which Thompson et al. have described as containing “a great deal of inconsistency” 
(2009, p. 113). The “inconsistency” of the situation is such that the literature shows 
a lack of consensus on how many uses the word placebo has in its medical context. 
In “Reconsidering the Placebo Response,” Thompson et al. (2009) identify two: a 
treatment used when nothing else is available and a control used in medical research 
to determine the efficacy of pharmaceutical drugs. In contrast, Kirmayer (2011) 
cites three, of which only one, the use of placebo as a control, lines up with those 
provided by Thompson and her colleagues. His other two state that the term is also 
used to describe a therapeutic response to either of two stimuli: a treatment which 
is thought to be biologically inactive, or a treatment that is mediated by symbolic 
processes such as expectations. The way in which Kirmayer structures the descrip-
tions of his uses contributes to the inconsistency in definitions as he seems to be 
saying that a placebo is the response to a treatment, despite the general understand-
ing that the placebo is the treatment itself. This leads Kirmayer into what seems to 
be a self-contradiction half a dozen lines later in the same article, where he makes 
a distinction between placebo as an inactive treatment and placebo response, an 
individual’s response to a symbolic intervention (2011, p. 112). This distinction is 
echoed by others in the literature, who also outline the concepts of placebo effect, 
the average placebo response seen in a group of individuals, drug response, the 
changes that occur in a patient who is taking a drug, and drug effect, the portion 
of the drug response change that is due to the drug’s pharmacological properties 
(Price et al. 2008; Barsky in Stein 1983). The term ‘nocebo effect’ has been coined 
to describe the reverse of the placebo effect, when an ‘inert’ treatment has negative 
rather than positive effects on an individual (Thompson et a. 2009).

Another problem arises with the attribution of perceived treatment effects to 
placebo. In clinical trials, observed variations in healing rates are frequently thought 
to be true healing variations and are then attributed to a placebo effect (Thompson 
et al. 2009). However, as Moerman (1983) points out, this can often be caused 
by the specific aspects of an individual trial. In the case of that particular paper, a 
meta-analysis of ulcer treatment trials, 18 of the 31 trials examined concluded that 
the drug being tested (cimetidine) was not clinically effective despite the fact that 
combining the patients from all of the trials indicates that it is an effective drug. This 
was due to rather large differences in reported placebo healing rates between differ-
ent trials, with some reporting as little as 10% of patients being healed by placebo 
and others as much as 90%.
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 Putting aside the issues of inconsistency for now, something which is 
unanimously agreed upon is that the conception of the placebo as ‘inert’ or ‘inac-
tive’ is fallacious at best, as placebos are clearly capable of affecting the physiological 
states of individuals. This however creates a problem, since it means that the placebo 
effect defies our expectations and challenges our long-held understanding of mind 
and body where the two exist separately within a duality and are largely unable to 
influence one another beyond “normal” (or what is typically thought of as nor-
mal) functioning such as movement and sensation, no longer holds true (Wilson 
2008). The mind-body binary is unable to account for the individual’s potential 
and capacity for interaction between mind and body that is the placebo effect. Thus, 
the medical sociology and anthropology community has recognized the need for a 
rethinking and reimagining of bodies and biologies (Greco 2017). Incorporating 
this realization into their discourse, authors within the literature have developed a 
number of theories and frameworks in their attempts to understand and explain the 
placebo. This essay will provide an overview of these theories, as well as a potential 
method for the practical application of the placebo effect and a critique of the way 
in which placebo is presented in the literature.

A Brief Overview of Various Theories of Placebo

Rather than seeing bodies as “mindless, mechanistic matter,” to use Wilson’s 
(2008, p. 40) description of the widespread everyday conception, the new perspec-
tive regards them as mutable, receptive to and capable of responding to various 
forms of meaning (Kirmayer 2004). According to Kirmayer, meaning can be com-
municated through the interpretation of symbol and metaphor, an interpretation 
which is frequently cultural in nature. He argues that in healing rituals, symbolic 
actions and metaphor combine with context to prompt a re-interpretation of illness. 
This change in thinking is, in his model, linked to physiological processes through a 
biopsychosocial hierarchy of independent “sensory, affective and abstract conceptual 
spaces” involved in the generation of meanings, such as family and community, as 
well as “levels” or regions of the brain such as the brainstem and limbic system (p. 
37). The various spaces are associated with methods of constructing and associating 
meaning that are to a certain extent related to the nature of the space itself. Thus, the 
brainstem responds to the arousing effects of stimuli, for instance assigning more 
attention to the fact that a meaning-loaded treatment is being administered, while 
healing through the community space can involve restoring a community-con-
structed sense of order.

Metaphors are powerful instigators of the placebo effect, allowing people 
to map their illnesses onto a symbolic space created by their concept of the body 
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and sense of embodied experiences (Kirmayer 2004; Wilce and Price 2003). The 
theory presented by Wilce and Price (2003) is that by embodying metaphors of 
healing and the body, those suffering from illness are able to promote their bodies’ 
ability to heal themselves, thereby inducing somatic change. Building upon this, 
James Pennebaker has developed his own psychoneuroimmunological (PNI) ideas 
about the health benefits of disclosure (following the cultural idea that “confession 
is good for the soul”) using the Western cultural metaphor of “body-as-container,” a 
thought paradigm that views the body as a container with a finite ‘volume’ that can 
be filled, even to the point of overflowing, with an individual’s thoughts, emotions, 
feelings, and difficulties (Pennebaker et al. in Wilce and Price 2003, p. 57; Wilce 
and Price 2003). The embodiment of this metaphor can have a substantial effect on 
an individual’s physical sensations, something which is reflected in the widespread 
use of sayings such as “bursting with anger” and “spill the truth” (Greco 2017). 
Putting his theories to the test, he has found that those who write about trauma 
in their pasts freely and emotionally experience improved health, while those who 
sequester their traumas have a tendency to experience slightly poorer health (Wilce 
and Price 2003).

However, a critique of the PNI approach to healing is it assumes the exis-
tence of “a universal, preconceptual, precultural human body” that reliably responds 
in the same ways to the same stimuli (Wilce and Price 2003). In other words, PNI 
thought assumes that everyone acts, thinks, and understands in the same fashion 
regardless of background or culture, which of course is not the case. Indeed, as Kir-
mayer (2011) indicates, the therapeutic power of different symbols and metaphors 
is largely dependent upon the connections and agreement people find between these 
conveyors of meaning and their own cultural and personal meanings and under-
standings. Thus, the less the metaphor lines up with an individual’s perspective, the 
likeliness that the metaphor will have a therapeutic effect decreases.

In the same vein, Kirmayer discussed in an earlier paper (2004) the idea that 
a culture’s methodology of healing an illness is influenced by that culture’s under-
standing or model of the illness. For instance, if an illness is thought to be caused 
by a lack of something essential, then the treatment would involve attempting to 
replace what is missing, or if the illness is caused by possession, then the possessor 
must be exorcised. However, the difference between various cultures’ understand-
ings of illnesses is not always as simple as the illness having a different model, some-
thing which assumes that all ‘illnesses’ are actually perceived as illnesses in all cul-
tures. In Hmong culture, epilepsy is not viewed solely as a debilitating disorder but 
also as evidence of spiritual distinction and the ability to be host to a healing spirit, 
while epileptic seizures facilitate the individual’s entrance into the spiritual realm. 
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Because of this, those with epilepsy become a txiv neeb (pronounced “tsi neng”), 
a shaman whose duties involve healing and ritual (Fadiman 1998). These various 
models of healing and illness can largely be classified as either internalizing or ex-
ternalizing systems. Internalizing systems such as the Western biomedical model 
locate illnesses and methods of healing within the individual, while in externalizing 
systems they are located outside of the individual, as is seen in Hmong shamanism 
(Kirmayer 2004; Fadiman 1998). Situating a therapeutic method within the frame 
of a particular culture’s model of healing and illness when treating someone with 
a background of that particular culture will allow the placebo effect to occur and 
healing to take place.

Along with cultural meanings, personal meanings can also influence placebo 
and its effectiveness. This is similar to culturally-influenced placebo effects, except 
that in this case placebo effects are induced by an individual’s experiences and histo-
ries, essentially ‘smaller-scale’ meanings and metaphors that develop over the course 
of one’s lifetime. A well-known nocebo effect occurs with chemotherapy patients, 
many of whom become extremely nauseated when they come across which they 
have associated with their chemotherapy treatments (Thompson et al. 2009). This 
is a classically conditioned (discussed later in this paper) nocebo effect induced by 
personal experiences of chemotherapy drugs’ debilitating side effects. Despite not 
always being as deeply ingrained as cultural meanings, these ‘personal histories of 
meaning’ are capable of having just as much impact. Cultural and personal mean-
ings can combine to create local biologies, a term which is used to describe the 
unique individual biologies that are products of this interweaving of cultural and 
personal meaning. These are not biologies in the sense of the field of life sciences, 
but are more mind-body biologies reflective of an individual’s own social and phys-
ical-biological conditions (Lock and Kaufert 2001).

As Thompson et al. (2009) point out, most models that attempt to explain 
the placebo effect rely upon a specific factor: the patient must have some knowledge 
that a therapeutic experience is occurring. Because the patient has this knowledge, 
they are then able to develop expectancy, which is the amount of expectation they 
have that the therapy will help them. Thompson et al. suggest that expectancy is 
one of the most-researched models of the placebo effect, and this seems likely to be 
a product of how and why therapeutic experiences occur, as most situations (or at 
least most situations involving acute issues, which make up the majority of situa-
tions by numbers) are initiated by the patient deciding something is not as it should 
be and reaching out for help. The major result of this body of research is the deter-
mination that expectancy provokes the placebo effect because the individual’s brain 
responds to the received treatment as if it were active rather than placebo, resulting 
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in the same chemical and physiological changes that the active treatment is intended 
to bring about (Thompson et al. 2009). Another aspect of expectancy brought up by 
Thompson and her colleagues is that the clinician-patient relationship plays a role 
in the production and management of expectancy, where the clinician is responsible 
for increasing the patient’s expectations through the communication of information 
(Bootzin and Caspi in Thompson 2009).

Multiple authors identify the patient-practitioner relationship as a signifi-
cantly influential dimension of the placebo effect and illness experience, Moerman 
(1983) describing it as “one of the most important factors” in placebo healing (p. 
15). In Bootzin and Caspi’s ‘cognitive model,’ they allege that this relationship 
opens up an opportunity for the practitioner to “positively reframe” the meaning 
of the patient’s condition (Bootzin and Caspi in Thompson 2009). Using similar 
phrasing, Brody (1997) argues that the clinician makes the patient’s experience of 
their illness and the experience’s meaning more positive through their interactions 
with the patient. This is accomplished by explaining the illness and demonstrating 
both care for the patient and the ability to alleviate symptoms. The idea that trust 
and honesty are crucial to the continuing success of the doctor-patient relationship 
is put forward by Kirmayer (2011), who asserts that if patients cannot trust their 
clinicians to provide ‘real’ medicine as opposed to placebos, then there would be a 
reduction in the effectiveness of all treatments, as patients would always be able to 
imagine that they may have been given an “ineffective” treatment, thus lessening its 
effect regardless of whether or not it was a placebo. (p. 121).

An approach to explaining placebo that draws heavily upon psychology uti-
lizes the concept of classical, or Pavlovian, conditioning. This type of conditioning 
involves pairing a neutral stimulus (NS), which has no effect on an individual, with 
an unconditioned stimulus which has a natural and unconditioned effect on the 
patient, called the unconditioned response (UCR). As the patient is exposed to 
the paired stimuli over time, they gradually associate the UCR with the neutral 
stimulus so that eventually the NS becomes a conditioned stimulus (CS). After this, 
exposure to the CS results in a conditioned response (CR) that is the same as the 
UCR, the difference being that the CR is not “truly” (biologically) related to the 
stimulus, while the UCR is (Lassiter 2016). An illustration of classical conditioning 
in placebo is a study cited by Thompson and colleagues (2009), where patients are 
conditioned with a ‘neutral’ syrup and injections of the biomedically active drug 
treatments. In this case, the syrup is the NS and later the CS and the drug injections 
are the UCS. After conditioning, the majority of patients who are given the syrup 
and an extremely small injection of the active treatment (less than one percent) ex-
hibit a therapeutic response, the CR (Giang et al. in Thompson et al. 2009; Goebel 
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et al. in Thompson et al. 2009). The involvement of classical conditioning with pla-
cebo has been widely documented, with Ader (1997) citing its presence in areas as 
varied as the motor and immune systems, and in contrast to the expectancy theory 
of placebo, classical conditioning is mediated through largely unconscious processes 
(Kirmayer 2011).

In addition to the various types of placebo responses, Thompson et al. (2009) 
briefly mention that clinical trials often attribute therapeutic effects to the action of 
placebo when they are not caused by placebo and may not even be actual improve-
ments in health, but are instead “artifacts” (p. 116) of the research or methods, such 
as the illness’ natural history or progression, observer bias, and regression to the 
mean in statistical analysis. Arthur and Elaine Shapiro (1997) present an interesting 
take on this ‘placebo-without-placebo,’ saying that the treatment situation can spur 
patients to greater compliance with treatment instructions and, reminiscent of Par-
sons’ ‘sick role’ concept (1951), to actively engaging in health-promoting behaviors 
beyond medical treatment in order to get well.

A Potential Method for Actively Utilizing the Placebo Effect

Kirmayer (2011) brought up the fact that the physical characteristics, such as 
a pill’s size and color, of a treatment can influence an individual’s placebo response 
and that this property can be used to disentangle different components of the pla-
cebo effect. He states that this could be done in a clinical trial environment through 
the use of multiple placebo treatments groups, each of which would be given a form 
of placebo treatment that differed from the other groups’ treatments in a single as-
pect. Kirmayer provides an example where two groups of patients with headaches go 
through the same exact placebo treatment scenario to cure their headaches, except 
that one group is given red pills and the other is given blue pills. This setup would 
allow us to examine whether red or blue is a “better” color for treating headaches. In 
this manner a project could be undertaken to systematically map out the influenc-
es specific placebo characteristics have on an individual’s placebo response. Such a 
project would not be limited to determining the influences of physical characteris-
tics either; it would be able to encompass the entire placebo healing scenario, as one 
could just as easily experiment with the effects of metaphor, the patient-practitioner 
relationship, et cetera, as well as which characteristics are most effective at heal-
ing different illnesses. Carried far enough, the most effective placebo combinations 
could even be found for use within different cultural paradigms.

We would then have the potential to create a ‘mathematics of placebo,’ where 
the practitioner would be able to develop an optimized treatment plan for an indi-
vidual patient based upon their local biology (cultural and personal meanings and 
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experiences), illness, and the assembled knowledge of placebo. Nor would the treat-
ment necessarily have to be a placebo. A biologically active drug could be used and 
a placebo effect constructed around it using the placebo characteristics. Doing this 
seems likely to be even more effective, as you would be combining the drug with an 
optimized placebo effect. This is almost exactly what Wilson (2008) describes as the 
“pill-clinician-assessment-hope matrix,” (p. 38) the treatment a patient ultimately 
ingests, in her discussion of the relationship between drug and placebo, which is 
a very well-construed model of what occurs during treatment. The key difference 
between it and the drug-placebo treatment technique I described is that Wilson’s 
matrix is not deliberately and knowingly constructed to maximize the placebo 
healing potential of a treatment. In other words, the difference between gathering 
knowledge to understand the healing process and using that knowledge to improve 
our ability to heal.

A Critique of How Placebo is Presented

While all of the authors reviewed in this essay embrace the position that the 
characterization of the placebo as ‘inactive’ or ‘inert’ is incorrect, they frequently 
seem to fail in following through with the implications of this argument; namely, 
that if the placebo is not inactive, then it must by definition be active. Unlike many 
other dualities where the two aspects are understood no longer as irreconcilable 
opposites but as two sides of a continuum, such as the previously discussed mind-
brain duality, the existence of a middle ground or meeting point between ‘active’ 
and ‘inactive’ is ontologically impossible.1 However, after recognizing that placebo 
is not inert, with some presenting an argument as to why this is the case, authors by 
and large move directly on to discussing theory and explanation, a practice which 
is clearly observable, if not quite as explicit in the dismissal of placebo’s status as 
inactive as other instances, in the abstract of Price et al.’s (2008) article “A Compre-
hensive Review of the Placebo Effect”:

“Our understanding and conceptualization of the placebo effect has 
shifted in emphasis from a focus on the inert content of a physical pla-
cebo agent to the overall stimulation of a therapeutic intervention. Re-
search has identified many types of placebo responses driven by different 

1  Putting aside the fact that the very definition of inactive is “not active” (“Inactive,” Dictionary.
com), there are only three conceivably possible states that a noun can occupy: it can be active and affect 
its surroundings, it can be inactive and unable to affect its surroundings, or it can not exist in the first 
place. Seeing as the placebo exists, it must be either active or inactive. And since its status as inactive 
has been refuted and it is capable of affecting its surroundings via the placebo effect, the placebo must 
therefore be active.
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mechanisms...” (p. 565)

In other words, the literature has the tendency to disavow the nature of pla-
cebo as inert but move on without providing the required alternative of active, or 
indeed any alternative, essentially leaving the placebo without a defining nature or 
characteristic. This practice is maintained throughout the articles as the authors 
discuss how the various mechanisms proposed are capable of healing the body. The 
difficulty I have found with this is that their discussions tend to drop the lens of 
placebo that is their supposed center of analysis. Placebo and the placebo effect are 
the framework supporting the numerous frameworks of healing and meaning which 
the authors are developing, yet they often do not maintain the context of placebo 
that is allowing this discourse to occur. The manner in which the discussions are 
structured seems to imply that the healing pathways are not truly part of the placebo 
effect, often because the authors do not draw their conclusions back into the frame 
of placebo.

Kirmayer falls prey to this in his article “Unpacking the Placebo Response: 
Insights from Ethnographic Studies of Healing” (2008). The subtitle and intro-
duction lead the reader to believe that he will use insights from healing studies to 
develop a deeper understanding of the placebo effect. However, in the sections con-
cerned with this (“Healing ritual as placebo” and “Placebo as ritual healing,” pages 
115 and 118, respectively), he gives the majority of his attention over to explaining 
the mechanisms behind healing rituals and does little to apply any insights gained 
to actually conceptualizing the placebo effect, creating the sense that it is not part 
of the placebo effect. Perhaps more correctly, the impression is that the various 
methods of healing are no longer part of the placebo effect, since most of them have 
been developed through analysis of the effect and were presumably a part of it, at 
least before the disjoint created in the literature. So by analyzing the different aspects 
and components of the placebo effect, over time the authors are effectively removing 
them from what is regarded as ‘placebo.’

The irony in this is that while placebo authors widely share their negative 
views on how placebo is handled in clinical research, criticizing the tendency of 
researchers to dismiss and “discard” its therapeutic effects (Thompson et al. 2009, p. 
116), their treatment of placebo is not necessarily much different. The greater effect 
of this is to separate the placebo effect out into independent methods of healing. 
Instead of healing via placebo, patients would now be healed by expectancy, the 
patient-practitioner relationship, or one of the other theorized means. Furthermore, 
this separation is occurring despite the acknowledgement of some authors that a 
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significant portion of the placebo effect is due to synergistic interactions between 
its various components (Thompson et al. 2009; Kirmayer 2004; Price et al. 2008). 
This situation contains a clear conflict, as not only are the placebo authors trying 
to separate elements that cannot be fully separated without destroying the whole, 
but they also at some level are aware, or at least assert that they are aware, that these 
elements cannot be completely separated. The “black box” of placebo (Thomson 
et al. 2009, p. 114) is being unpacked so enthusiastically we are starting to forget 
that everything we have found came out of the placebo puzzle box. And if a piece is 
misplaced because it is no longer thought to be part of the box, we will be unable to 
understand and carry out healing as effectively. 
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Abstract:

Daoist Perspectives on Uselessness as 
applied to Mental Illness

According to the Daoist philosophies, uselessness (wuyong) oc-
curs when some object or person no longer serves the purpose 
that was assigned to them by humanity.  This paper explores how 
the Daoist philosophies can help us better understand the role of 
mental illness in the uselessness versus useful distinctions placed 
upon us in society.   This paper focuses on Daoist Philosophies 
and Neurodiversity perspectives in psychology as a means for this 
exploration.
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According to the Daoist philosophies, uselessness (wuyong) occurs when 
some object or person no longer serves the purpose that was assigned to them by 
humanity.1  Along with the obvious assignment of specific functions to their respec-
tive objects, we as humans have assigned specific functions to our fellow humans.  
Like objects, humans are often seen in terms of two categories: functional and dys-
functional, or useful and useless.  A useless human would be considered someone 
incapable of performing as a functional human.  Therefore, society’s definition of 
useless would include individuals affected by mental illness—people who are con-
sidered to be disabled, though not always visibly so.  There is, of course, a spectrum 
of mental disability.  So, the question often pondered is, at what point is a person 
considered dysfunctional and useless?

But perhaps this is a question not meant to be answered.  Perhaps we are 
asking the wrong question.  Daoist philosophies would certainly point us away from 
the labeling of mental illness as such.  In the Lao Zi, it is implied that the acts of 
naming and labeling are products of artifice (wuwei), an artificial touch to a natural 
world.2  Daoist philosophies point out that the human tendency to divide and label 
brings no good to the world.  Instead, its attempts to categorize the chaos of nature 
are fruitless and artificial, as nature simply cannot be broken down and boxed in 
neatly.  The labeling and diagnosis of mental illness would pose a similar problem as 
categorizing and naming the natural world in the eyes of the Daoists.

But is mental illness itself a natural phenomenon?  Zhuangzi attributes issues 
such as that of anxiety to the problematic distancing of ourselves from our natural 
lives.3  Does this mean that anxiety (and other forms of mental illness) are caused by 
artifice, or that anxiety (and other forms of mental illness) are artifice themselves?  
It would seem that, for both, the answer would be a simple “no.”  Zhuangzi is not 
saying that symptoms of mental illness are artifice, but rather that the labeling—
naming specific groups of symptoms as a particular disorder—is artifice.  Differenc-
es may be acknowledged, but division and devaluation are not necessary.  Instead 
of attempting control and manipulate nature by creating various constraints, we 
must learn to trust nature and foster our natural capacities.4  Mental illness could be 
construed as a natural tendency because its origin lies in our biology.

So, if mental illness symptoms are natural, does this mean that the Daoists 
are asking us to embrace these symptoms as a part of who we are?  Not necessarily.  
Though to have a long and fulfilling life we must embrace our natural tendencies 

1  Steve Coutinho, “The Zhuangzi: Inner Chapters and Zhuangzian Philosophy,” in An Introduction to 
Daoist Philosophies (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 102-114.
2  Steve Coutinho, trans., The Lao Zi (2016), 1-16.
3  Coutinho, “The Zhuangzi: Inner Chapters and Zhuangzian Philosophy,” 102-114.
4  Ibid.
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(xing), we must specifically embrace the tendencies that allow us to live the health-
iest life possible.5  A healthy, long life by its very definition would not include a 
losing battle with mental illness.  So, mental illness symptoms are not something 
to embrace.

What to do in order to treat a mental illness is less clear according to Daoist 
philosophies.  Of course, looking at the Utopian Daoists in the Zhuangzi, there 
seems to be a distinct belief that an object or person must be left untouched by the 
hands of artifice, or else there is the risk of the person losing his or her natural po-
tency.6  Our honoring of people who have claimed to “fix” objects and change them 
from their natural state is deemed wrongful by the Utopian Daoists.7  Therefore, 
one might assume that treatment providers (i.e. psychiatrists and psychotherapists) 
for people dealing with various mental illnesses would also be in the wrong, because 
they are changing a person from their untouched, natural state to an artificial state 
of being.

But if one takes a closer look at the Daoist philosophies, it becomes clear that 
this is not about advocating the rejection of psychologists and treatment of men-
tal illness.  It is less about what is being done to ease the severity of mental illness 
biologically or psychologically, but instead what society can do to view the person 
with the mental illness in an equal or greater light.  Back to our original discussion 
of uselessness, people with mental illnesses are indeed viewed by society as useless, 
much like Master Qi of South Bo viewed the unordinary tree as useless and lacking 
of worth in chapter 4 of the Zhuangzi.8  

But like the unordinary tree, people dealing with mental illness have more to 
offer than the negative aspects of their disorders.  Looked at in a different light, per-
haps the qualities that make up a person with a mental illness would not render this 
person useless, but useful.  Uselessness is in the eye of the beholder, and context is 
key.  The Daoist story of the unordinary tree shows this, as does the story of Bo Luo 
and the horses.9  Both of these stories illustrate how the labeling of something or 
someone as useless is a subjective judgment; uselessness is defined by the constraints 
placed on something or someone by society.  That is where the Daoist principle of 
returning to nature and minimizing cultural influence comes in.10

Interestingly enough, the Daoist belief in returning to nature in order to 

5  Ibid.
6  Angus C. Graham, trans., Utopian Chapters (2001), 1-5.
7  Graham, trans., Utopian Chapters, 1-5
8  Steve Coutinho, trans., The Zhuangzi (2015), 11-19
9  Graham, trans., Utopian Chapters, 1-5.
10  Coutinho, “The Zhuangzi: Inner Chapters and Zhuangzian Philosophy,” 102-114.
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allow our natural tendencies to take hold closely aligns with the neurodiversity con-
cept in abnormal psychology.  Neurodiversity is the ideology that differences in 
neurological and psychological functioning should be embraced and accepted rather 
than seen as problematic.11  The neurodiversity initiative is particularly concerned 
with the issue of the pressures placed on people with mental illnesses and other brain 
differences to conform to society’s standards of thinking and behavior.  Zhuangzi’s 
belief in the incredible potency of character (de) of individuals who fall outside of 
the social norm shows his reliance on the neurodiversity principles.  Specifically, 
Zhuangzi has seen that whether one is believed to be useful or useless is dependent 
on the context of their society, and therefore these labels do not tell the full story 
of the power of each individual; this is also a core principle of the neurodiversity 
movement.12

Simply put, whether differences are viewed as a curse or a gift largely depends 
on cultural views of what is to be valued.  Though those who suffer from a mental 
illness are considered useless by society’s standards, the Daoist philosophies reject 
the power of cultural conformity and instead give the power back to nature and the 
Cosmos (tien).  Mental illnesses are not a choice—they are brought on by nature 
and nurture combined.  Therefore, they are a part of a person’s natural tendencies, 
though the negative aspects need not be embraced.  Rather, according to the Dao-
ist philosophies, we must embrace those afflicted with mental illness as the useful 
beings that they are.

Neurodiversity and Daoist philosophies are not attempting to nullify the 
painful effects of mental illness.  It is not about bringing others down, but rather 
leveling the playing field and bringing everyone closer together in this world by em-
bracing the natural world and letting go of control.  Part of letting go of control is 
realizing and subsequently accepting the parts of ourselves that cannot be changed.13  
This would most definitely include mental illnesses, which are often times chronic 
and long-lasting.  Accepting that this is just one part of who you are—not all you 
are, but something that has shaped your experiences—is an important step in living 
life to the fullest with a mental illness.

The concept of neurodiversity and the Daoist philosophies teach us that dif-
ference emerges from cultural constraints.  Furthermore, Daoists see the differences 
as having emerged from language.14  Language is just another way in which humans 

11  Thomas Armstrong, “Neurodiversity: A Concept Whose Time Has Come,” in Neurodiversity: 
Discovering the Gifts of Autism, ADHD, Dyslexia, and Other Brain Differences (Cambridge: Da Capo 
Press, 2010), 1-26.
12  Ibid.
13  Coutinho, “The Zhuangzi: Inner Chapters and Zhuangzian Philosophy,” 102-114.
14  Coutinho, trans., The Zhuangzi, 11-19.
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have attempted to control the uncontrollable and to separate the inseparable.  This 
includes the use of labeling to separate some people from others, such as with the 
labeling of mental illnesses.  What we must learn to do, according to both para-
digms, is to see similarities in natural tendencies rather than categorize and create 
hierarchies based on differences.15  This is not to say that mental illness is in itself to 
be embraced as a good thing to have.  But those with a mental illness should not be 
deemed useless.  Daoist philosophies teach us that there are similarities between and 
usefulness in each individual, whether or not they live up to the artificial standards 
and constraints set up by society.  Embracing our healthiest natural tendencies and 
rejecting as much of the cultural constraints placed upon us as we can will bring us 
longevity and fulfillment.16

 

15  Ibid.
16  Coutinho, “The Zhuangzi: Inner Chapters and Zhuangzian Philosophy,” 102-114.
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Abstract:

Today, information is more easily accessible than ever before, from 
television channels to social media. In public health, especially 
with respect to infectious disease, this variance in media sources 
presents additional challenges with respect to ensuring accurate 
delivery and processing by an intended audience. This paper ana-
lyzes how the media serves as a risk communicator, with the hope 
that a better understanding of risk perception and communication 
strategies will lead to better consumers of information. The paper 
begins with two background sections that address media practic-
es and the psychology of risk perception. From there, an analysis 
of two case studies — the 2014 Ebola outbreak and coverage of 
vaccination campaigns — details the application of the aforemen-
tioned background principles. Ultimately, these case studies reveal 
that too often, in an attempt to follow journalistic practices and 
remain objective, the news media has a measurable impact on per-
ceived risk and behavior changes. Lastly, the emerging role of so-
cial media represents a new area for scholarship and public health 
communication alike.
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Introduction

The 21st century is a time where information is more easily accessible than 
ever before, from 24-hour news coverage on multiple television channels to count-
less social media platforms. For those in public health-related communications, the 
wide variety of news media outlets presents more challenges in terms of ensuring 
accurate delivery and processing by an intended audience. The difficulty is now 
being addressed at the global level, as evidenced by World Health Organization 
establishing a website for resources that improve risk communication strategies in 
times of infectious disease outbreaks and public health emergencies (World Health 
Organization, 2017). 

To begin to address the question of how the media functions as a risk com-
municator in times of infectious disease outbreak, this paper will begin with two 
contextualization sections. First, it will supply background information about me-
dia practices and how they can influence our opinions and decision-making process. 
To continue building on this foundation, the paper will then discuss the role of 
psychological concepts like behavior theory and perceived risk. From there, an anal-
ysis of the 2014 Ebola outbreak and vaccination behaviors, as well as relevant media 
coverage and communication strategies, will detail concrete applications of the the-
oretical concepts, linking media theory with behavior change modeling. Lastly, the 
paper will address potential improvements for the news media, public health risk 
communicators, and the public alike.

Ultimately, the accessibility of information means that practices in public 
health communication need to follow suit. There exists a shared responsibility for 
both the communicators and the consumers to recognize how information is por-
trayed through the media and how to make improvements accordingly. It is with 
this frame in mind that this research paper about news media practices with respect 
to infectious disease outbreaks begins. 

News Media Practices

To understand the role of the news media in infectious disease outbreaks, 
it is important to begin with a background of media practices for communication, 
in general. Contemporarily, media scholars generally agree upon three methods in 
which the news media can have significant influence on public perceptions, opin-
ions and behavior: agenda setting, priming, and framing.

Agenda setting is the concept that the media can initiate and cultivate public 
interest in a topic. The theory itself is grounded in two major assumptions. First, 
that the media does not control reality — rather, it can alter our understanding 
and interpretation of it; second, that the public gives salience to a topic in direct 
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accordance with how much emphasis and attention the media dedicates towards 
that topic (McCombs and Shaw, 1972). This second assumption is often fulfilled 
when the media either addresses a given topic recurringly or through its relative 
location, such as being on the front page of a publication or at the beginning of a 
broadcast. McCombs and Shaw established the first conceptual model of agenda 
setting using information from the 1968 U.S. presidential election. In analyzing the 
media’s coverage of the campaigns, they sought to determine to what extent a com-
munities’ evaluation of what constituted ‘important issues’ lined up with what the 
media was covering about the campaigns. In a landmark finding that has been the 
foundation for much of subsequent media theory in this area, they concluded that 
solely through agenda setting, the news media has an exceptionally strong ability to 
control what the public gives salience towards (McCombs & Shaw, 1972).

Priming theory states that the news media’s coverage of a topic actively ad-
justs the standards we use to make a judgment or form an opinion (Scheufele & 
Tewksbury, 2007). Many scholars view priming as an extension of agenda setting 
because of their relation to memory — we form attitudes based on what we recall 
having salience in prior experiences (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). A public health 
communication example of media priming is the debate on marijuana. One of the 
components of behavior theory — which will be discussed in more depth later in 
this paper — proposes that an individual’s attitude towards a behavior is directly 
correlated with their exposure to the positive and negative consequences of involv-
ing oneself with that behavior. With respect to a highly-contested topic like marijua-
na consumption, priming theory would conclude that, compared to non-exposure, 
a population exposed to disproportionately positive or negative messages will have 
more strongly correlated beliefs towards positive or negative outcomes, respectively. 
This is then compounded by the availability of different print, digital, and television 
media sources at our disposal in 21st century industrialized nations; depending on 
what media source an individual consumes, they may be exposed to the same primes 
from sources that are similarly politically-aligned, thus creating the oft-referred to 
‘political bubble.’ 

Although agenda setting and priming are important considerations to ac-
knowledge about the media, they still only constitute a change in what we think 
about, and not how we think about it; framing, on the other hand, does represent 
an interpretative change. The theory behind framing is that our interpretation of a 
subject is altered solely by its presentation through the media (Scheufele & Tewks-
bury, 2007). Framing, too, has roots in psychology: a study by Kahneman and Tver-
sky (1979) assessed subjects’ decision-making in identical scenarios where the only 
variable was the presentation of information. They concluded that the presentation 
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alone was enough to alter their subject’s choices and opinions (Kahneman & Tver-
sky, 1979). In other words, by providing a particular focus, the media can affect 
how we come to understand or evaluate any type of information — especially with 
regards to health. With respect to contemporary infectious disease outbreaks, some 
common frames have been “action” and “consequence” (Shih, Wijaya & Brossard, 
2008). Even though framing sounds more nefarious than the other aforementioned 
strategies, is nevertheless is a commonplace practice for ensuring that complex sto-
ries are understood by the average person. Moreover, an established frame may alter 
future stories and set expected standards for reporting moving forward in a positive 
way. (Schuefele & Tewksbury, 2007). 

The Psychology of Behavior Change and Perceived Risk

The integrative model of behavior change incorporates three widely-accepted 
theories on behavioral predictions: the health belief model, the social cognitive the-
ory, and the theory of reasoned action.

The health belief model was developed in the 1950s by psychologists work-
ing with the U.S. Public Health Service following the failure of a free tuberculosis 
screening campaign. The model proposes that in order for an individual to agree to 
a recommended health behavior, they must first believe that they are at risk for a 
negative outcome while simultaneously believing that the recommended action will 
reduce their risk of that negative outcome (Rosenstock, 1974). A popular example 
of this model applied to infectious disease is condom use: an individual is more like-
ly to use a condom if they believe that they are both at risk for contracting a sexually 
transmitted infection and that using the condom will reduce their risk of infection. 

The social cognitive theory proposes that two factors affect behavior change. 
First, an individual must believe the positive outcome of making the recommended 
change outweighs the consequences of not doing so. Second, the individual must 
feel a level of self-efficacy; in other words, they feel capable of adapting to the new 
behavior, given various barriers and changing circumstances (Bandura, 2001). 

Lastly, the theory of reasoned action proposes that adoption of a given be-
havior is directly related to the individual’s intention to adopt it; intention is the 
combination of the individual’s attitude and subjective norm (perception of societal 
or community expectation) towards the behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). 

The components of the three theories are united into the integrative model 
of behavior change. Thus, we can infer that a behavior is more likely to occur if the 
individual has sufficient intention, as well as skills or abilities (theory of reasoned 
action) and there are minimal environmental factors (social cognitive theory) (Fish-
bein & Yzer, 2003). Moreover, this integrated model identifies three determinants 
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of intention: attitude towards the behavior, perceived norms, and self-efficacy (Fish-
bein & Yzer, 2003). This allows public health practitioners to identify what about 
one’s intention may be absent, and then, in turn, narrowly and efficiently target an 
intervention or communication strategy towards that specific aspect. 

From a public health perspective, it is similarly important to recognize that 
not all risks are equal. To increase the expected likelihood of behavior change, an 
individual must both understand that the risk exists (general risk perception) and 
also acknowledge that they are personally at risk (personal risk perception) (Schmäl-
zle, Renner, & Schupp, 2017). Taken further, personal risk perception can be cate-
gorized as either absolute or comparative. Absolute personal risk perception is risk 
determined on a “range from low to high” with appropriately targeted questions, for 
example: ‘What is the likelihood that you will get Ebola?’ (Schmälzle et al., 2017) 
Comparative personal risk perception, on the other hand, determines risk with re-
spect to other potentially affected individuals or populations, for example: ‘What do 
you think is the likelihood that you will get Ebola compared with someone living in 
Africa?’ (Schmälzle et al., 2017). 

Case Studies

Ebola – 2014-2016 Outbreak

Beginning in 2014, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention active-
ly surveilled and managed the West African Ebola outbreak — the largest Ebola 
outbreak on record — with nearly 30,000 suspected cases and over 11,000 deaths 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2016). Ebola remains difficult 
to contract, however, as it requires contact with infected bodily fluids and individu-
als are not considered contagious until they are symptomatic (CDC, 2015). As we 
have seen, the media has the potential to significantly affect our understanding of 
any given topic, including those affecting health-related concerns. Through several 
practices, media coverage likely contributed to increased misinformation and hys-
teria.

One prevailing media frame regarding Ebola coverage was the tracing of 
movements of the Americans who had been diagnosed domestically. For Dr. Craig 
Spencer, a New York City resident and volunteer in Guinea, stories were published 
that sought to identify his actions and locations visited over a two-week period 
(ABC News, 2014). These stories yielded information that led to the temporary 
closing of a bowling alley and several restaurants, even though Ebola risk was min-
imal and New York City Health Commissioner Mary Basset indicated officials 
were only taking action “out of an abundance of caution;” such messages were not 
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necessarily communicated in the same story (ABC News, 2014; Monson, 2017). 
Moreover, coverage of Amber Vinson, a nurse who treated Thomas Duncan (the 
first Ebola victim in the United States) and then flew on a commercial airline when 
she was non-symptomatic, led directly to anxiety about contracting Ebola on air-
planes (Kelly, 2014). Concerns about flying in the midst of the outbreak even led 
then-private citizen Donald Trump to tweet the following on October 2, 2014: 
“Ebola is much easier to transmit than the CDC and government representatives are 
admitting. Spreading all over Africa—and fast. Stop flights.” (Trump, 2014). When 
such frames are not combined with the scientific evidence indicating the relatively 
low — or in some cases, non-existent — contraction risk, it is easy to see how an 
individual’s perceived risk may be influenced. In turn, preventative actions taken 
by health officials ‘out of caution’ may be perceived as a concession of a previously 
unacknowledged risk, contributing to further hysteria (Monson, 2017). 

It has become increasingly apparent that once the disease became an ‘Ameri-
can’ disease — in other words, once medical volunteers returned home to the Unit-
ed States from West Africa, some with confirmed cases — the media pounced on 
the opportunity to highlight shortcomings in domestic response. Therefore, media 
frames changed from presenting Ebola as an “African problem” that existed due to 
the continent’s relatively undeveloped healthcare infrastructure to an American one 
that existed due to a lack of relative preparedness. According to one analysis of CNN 
and newspaper stories that followed Thomas Duncan’s death, the overwhelming 
amount of coverage addressed “risks more than reassurance, contagion more than 
containment, and the mistakes of Texas Presbyterian … more than remedies” (Stohr, 
2016). In other words, although an opportunity existed for the media to promote 
frames of reassurance and competency, sensationalism and hysteria prevailed. Un-
fortunately, such frames are more characteristic of the wall-to-wall breaking news 
chyron culture of contemporary American news media sources (Stohr, 2016). 

It is well within the respective news media outlets’ rights to select which 
frames they wish to incorporate within their broadcast, just as it is within the con-
sumers’ rights to select the outlet at which they receive news. However, a more 
pressing issue regarding media frames during the Ebola outbreak is that too often, 
the information being put forth did not align with official government policy or 
recommendations. Researchers at Johns Hopkins University incorporated nearly 
1,300 news stories during the outbreak into a model that analyzed various Ebola-re-
lated policy messages, including travel bans, quarantine, isolation, health require-
ments to enter the United States, levels of preparedness, and dividing potentially 
exposed individuals into categories based on relative Ebola risk (Kirk Sell et al., 
2016). Although the CDC-endorsed policy was the categorization of individuals 
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into groups relative to their contraction risk, it was the single least mentioned policy 
message of those analyzed; just 5% of all stories mentioned the categorizing pol-
icy, whereas 40% mentioned quarantining — a non-CDC-recommended policy 
but one supported by many politicians and states (Kirk Sell et al., 2016). One can 
imagine the confusion that would arise from hearing or reading a federal govern-
ment official present one policy and then a state or local official present another. 
Furthermore, this is compounded when we take into account the predominant Eb-
ola media frames discussed by Stohr (2016) — if conflicting policy messages are 
contextualized in the same television broadcast or newspaper article as elements of 
disorganization, lack of preparedness, and a general sense of hysteria, public health 
experts will have an even more challenging time in ensuring delivery of accurate 
information to the public. 

Another analysis of nearly 3,000 Ebola-related news stories published from 
July to November 2014 sought to determine the volume and content of risk com-
municated to the public (Kirk Sell et al., 2017). The analysis identified the peaks 
of news coverage to be in August (immediately following the first confirmed case 
arriving in the United States) and September (after the first diagnosed case within 
the United States) of 2014 (Kirk Sell et al., 2017). This change in volume also aligns 
exactly with alteration in frames from an African disease to a real domestic threat 
noted by Stohr (2016). The study also incorporated a risk perception matrix of un-
known and dread-inducing hazards to classify the story as having components that 
were either risk-elevating (messages including lack of countermeasures, potential 
for a U.S. outbreak, disease is not controllable, and science does not understand 
Ebola) or risk-minimizing (messages including lower death rates in the U.S., ability 
to control spread, description of scientific evidence, and observability) (Kirk Sell et 
al., 2017). Ultimately, the researchers found that 96 percent of the analyzed stories 
found at least one risk-elevating message whereas only 55 percent had a risk-mini-
mizing message, meaning that the public was disproportionately exposed to stories 
that contributed to an increase in personal risk perception, even if it was unwarrant-
ed (Kirk Sell et al., 2017). 

The model of priming outlined by Schuefele and Tewksbury (2007) holds 
that the frequency and context of a message alters our memory, and thus our percep-
tion, of the topic — given that the public was exposed to a seemingly overwhelming 
amount of risk-inducing information, it is reasonable to conclude that the media 
had a measurable effect on American citizens’ knowledge about Ebola and their 
perceived risk of contracting it, even if the actual risk was negligible. When we take 
into account all of the media practices discussed in this section — the following of 
specific individuals, the re-framing of Ebola as a domestic threat, the criticism of 
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American public health and response infrastructure, the presentation of non-CDC 
recommended policies more frequently than those the CDC recommended, and 
the promotion of risk-elevating messages — that conclusion becomes even clearer.  

Vaccinations

Without question, one of the most impactful scientific advancements in hu-
man history has been the discovery and refinement of vaccines. Worldwide, vaccines 
protected millions of people from potential infectious disease harm and domestical-
ly, from 1994-2013, they have prevented the death of 732,000 children and have 
saved $1.38 trillion in associated healthcare costs (Whitney, Zhou, Singleton, & 
Schuchat, 2014). Vaccines are most effective when enough of a given population is 
actually vaccinated; when this threshold is met, herd immunity protects the unvac-
cinated portion of the population. Unfortunately, at least within the United States, 
outright vaccine refusals and requests for exemption are on the rise in the last fifteen 
years (Edwards & Hackell, 2016; Omer, Salmon, Orenstein, deHart, & Halsey, 
2009). As we already know, the news media can have a significant influence on 
behaviors and health decisions; with respect to vaccinations, where the information 
available too often varies in its credibility, the media has a heightened role in the 
decision-making process. Accordingly, this section will analyze the role of the media 
in affecting vaccination perceptions and behaviors.

One of the many challenges that the media faces in addressing issues of risk 
is one of maintaining balanced reporting, which is a journalistic practice that, in 
an attempt to project objectivity, involves incorporating diverse, less common, or 
even alternative perspectives into a story; in some cases, this amounts to little more 
than just reproducing the sources of information (Dunwoody, 2005). These ‘false 
balance’ stories present a particularly serious risk in terms of vaccine communica-
tion, because in offering credence to a position not supported by evidence, they no 
longer appropriately reflect the overwhelming scientific consensus; in this case, the 
story may be objective, but its accuracy must be questioned as a result. Moreover, 
research has shown that these objective stories may foster doubts about the consen-
sus on vaccines and increase uncertainty about safety, especially with respect to the 
autism-vaccine controversy (Dixon & Clarke, 2013). 

One proposed solution to this potentially dangerous journalistic tradition is 
called evidentiary balance, which strives to produce coverage that addresses compet-
ing viewpoints while also ensuring that viewpoints supported by scientific evidence 
are delivered with the appropriate amount of certainty (Clarke, Dixon, Holton, & 
Weberling, 2015). Researchers assessing evidentiary balance created three newspa-
per articles about the autism-vaccine controversy. The ‘evidentiary article’ had addi-
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tional sentences about existing scientific information on vaccine safety and quotes 
from an autism advocate supporting vaccines whereas the ‘controversial article’ had 
additional sentences with scientists and advocates questioning the results; the third 
article included all of the additional sentences (Clarke et al., 2015). Ultimately, 
participants who read either article one or three were significantly less likely to think 
that scientists were divided on the autism-vaccine controversy and more likely to 
perceive certainty of vaccine safety than readers of article two (Clarke et al., 2015). 
Concerns remain on whether practicing evidentiary balance violates the average 
journalist’s intent to remain objective, but it nevertheless represents a successful 
alternative for public health risk communicators and journalists.

Moving beyond just the autism-vaccine controversy, media frames about 
safety of vaccines may similarly affect their uptake. In Italy, two batches of the Flu-
ad influenza vaccine were precautionarily suspended from use in November 2014 
following the death of three individuals; within a week, government tests concluded 
that there was no causal relationship between the vaccine administration and the 
deaths (Odone et al., 2015). An analysis of the largest Italian newspaper, Corriere 
della Sera, yielded 90 stories focused on influenza or vaccinations published from 
May 2014 to May 2015 (Odone et al., 2015). The researchers found that very 
few studies were published about influenza or vaccines prior to the Fluad cases, 
and none contained preventative content or government recommendations about 
influenza control (Odone et al., 2015). Moreover, stories about the Fluad cases nev-
er mentioned the government tests affirming the vaccine’s safety and absence of a 
causal link between the vaccines and the three deaths; instead, they commonly used 
phrases like “deadly vaccine” or “killer vaccine” in prominent headlines and stories 
(Odone et al., 2015). Ultimately, vaccination rates for the season plummeted up-
wards of 80 percent in some regions of country, and the researchers believe that at 
least some of that can be attributed to the fake news that circulated about the Fluad 
batches (Signorelli, Odone, Conversano, & Bonanni, 2015; Odone et al., 2015). 
Similar results were identified in Morocco, with media controversy about the H1N1 
pandemic accounting for 31 percent of all vaccine refusals amongst a sample of 721 
healthcare workers (Tagajdid et al., 2011).

However, there is also evidence to support the idea that domestically, the me-
dia may actually be promoting vaccination — even in times of crisis. In 2009-2010, 
an unprecedented outbreak of H1N1 affected nearly 61 million Americans, sending 
275,000 to the hospital and killing approximately 12,000 (CDC, 2014b). Parental 
decisions on whether to vaccinate their child played a crucial role in controlling the 
outbreak, and so determining the sources of information was similarly important. 
Researchers found that among a representative sample of 639 Americans with at 
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least one child under the age of 18, parents who utilized national television news 
broadcasts as their primary source of H1N1 information were three times more like-
ly to have their child vaccinated than consumers of local television broadcasts (Jung, 
Lin, & Viswanath, 2013). Surprisingly, consultation with medical professionals was 
not significantly correlated with H1N1 knowledge or vaccination decision, perhaps 
because the relative amount of mass media consumption had a more measurable im-
pact on their decision-making process (Jung et al., 2013). Although more research 
is needed to determine the validity of that assumption, it serves now to potentially 
reaffirm the influential role of the media in health decisions and subsequent behav-
iors that has been discussed at length in this paper. 

This discussion of conflicting media frames regarding vaccinations highlights 
one of the challenges that consumers have in using the news media as a source of in-
formation for health decisions. Who (or perhaps more importantly, what) should be 
considered trustworthy, as opposed to ‘fake news’? Then, in turn, the question must 
be: What should public health risk communicators do to ensure that the public is 
receiving accurate information? 

Potential Solutions and the Role of Digital Media

Unfortunately, there is likely no perfect formula to ensure that only verified 
information is broadcast in the media. Today’s media climate has resulted in an 
industry that too often places profits and entertainment value above knowledge, 
potentially at the expense of the news consumer (Stohr, 2016). Moreover, the ability 
for the average person to post on social media and online blogs has compounded the 
challenges that public health experts face in dispelling rumors. There are, however, 
potential solutions that may help improve accuracy and better educate the public.

Journalists, regardless of whether they produce print or television pieces, 
must reevaluate the necessity to remain ‘objective’ when covering health crises or 
scientific information, especially when doing so offers credence and strengthens the 
arguments of opinions that fly in the face of the scientific consensus. The eviden-
tiary balance practice proposed by Clarke et al. (2015) may be a path forward, but 
to date, it has not been studied or mentioned in any subsequent studies. Moreover, 
there is no evidence to suggest that this practice has been incorporated by the news 
media in any meaningful way. 

There are, however, other options with respect to journalism. Some experts 
have proposed the formation of independent media outlets for international or 
national health departments to communicate directly with citizens utilizing “fair 
and real time information” about the disease threat and treatments (Tagajdid et 
al., 2011). It is unlikely that this approach would be profitable enough to survive 
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independently, so the outlet would need to be financially supported by a country’s 
government. This presents a subsequent challenge: the general distrust of govern-
ment officials to deliver the truth. During the aforementioned Ebola outbreak, an 
analysis of public opinion polling concluded that only 30 percent of the public 
trusted U.S. government’s information about Ebola and only 60 percent trusted 
information from the CDC (SteelFisher, Blendon, & Lasala-Blanco, 2015). There-
fore, this seems to be a generally unfeasible and potentially ineffective solution.

On the other hand, one approach that may work is improving the conversa-
tion of information from the academic press to the lay person. Although science and 
public health-trained journalists exist, there are still challenges to ensuring that the 
information derived from studies is conveyed appropriately. A recent meta-analysis 
of the differences between original academic research and lay press coverage of the 
Ebola outbreak found that general review articles — often utilized in the news me-
dia industry in lieu of the original academic research as the source for a lay press sto-
ry — failed to accurately clarify Ebola-related confusion and misinformation (Kieh, 
Cho, & Myles, 2017). This should not necessarily be surprising: it makes sense that 
if the average journalist summarizes a summary, differences from the original source 
are bound to arise. In this case, the researchers suggest that contemporary research-
ers take the initiative in translating important findings into more easily understood 
language (Kieh et al., 2017). This suggestion appears to invite over-generalization 
of scientific findings, something that Americans may have already been accustomed 
to, but it certainly seems to have a role for research conducted in times of crisis — if 
the average journalist can access the primary research and draw accurate conclusions 
more efficiently, the resulting story may be more accurate (Leask, Hooker, & King, 
2010). 

Even though research has shown stories written by specialist reporters — for 
example, journalists with a science or medical background — tend to be more com-
prehensive and better incorporate more complex themes, there are concerns that 
diverting too far away from using general assignment reporters will result in stories 
that are less diverse in angle and sources (Leask et al., 2010; Hodgetts, Chamberlain, 
Scammell, Karapu, & Waimarie-Nikora, 2008). Therefore, the opportunity exists 
for the public health professionals themselves to improve their communication to 
journalists. Leask et al. (2010) conducted qualitative interviews with journalists and 
outlined a series of six recommendations for experts to incorporate; they include 
improved availability prior to deadlines, utilize pre-prepared resources for further 
reference, use non-technical language, and develop a rapport with the journalists. 

Furthermore, there are many resources available designed for risk commu-
nicators that can be applied to those who communicate risks through the news 
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media. After communication failures following the anthrax attacks and West Nile 
outbreak in 2001, the CDC developed a Crisis and Emergency Risk Communica-
tion (CERC) manual to evolve risk communication into a more inter-disciplinary 
approach. In doing so, the goal was to better incorporate social, psychological, and 
physical elements of the crisis into the messages while still reducing harm and per-
ceived risk — the primary goal of risk communication (Reynolds, 2011). Above all, 
CERC puts forth six principles of effective risk communication: be first; be right; 
be credible; express empathy; promote action; and show respect (CDC, 2014a). 
Without question, these elements can apply directly to members of the news media. 

Lastly, it is essential to acknowledge the role of social media and the Internet 
— digital media — which have changed not only the way that humans connect 
with each other, but also how they find and perceive information. In 2015, 82 per-
cent of state health departments used both Facebook and Twitter to communicate 
with citizens, up from just 44 percent in 2011 (Townsend, 2015), and most United 
States federal agencies also maintain a presence on the most common social media 
platforms. Research now is beginning to move into validating social media as an 
infectious disease surveillance tool, with promising results showing that real-time 
monitoring of social media activity can give accurate insights into users’ interests, 
concerns, and even symptoms weeks prior to the issuance of an official report (Si-
gnorini, Segre, & Polgreen, 2011). If better understanding of the public’s fears is 
known, both risk communicators or news media organizations can benefit; in par-
ticular, the news media would be able to alter its agenda or story frames to better 
address potential concerns — all while maintaining objectivity. It follows, then, that 
the public would be consuming news that may have a positive impact on Slovic’s 
(1987) unknown or dread-inducing hazards matrix, thereby reducing perceived risk 
in a measurable way. Ultimately, further research into social media may provide a 
better understanding of how new forms of media affect our behaviors. Moreover, 
with respect to actions like vaccinating, such research would allow public health 
experts to better target changes of attitudes and perceived norms that ultimately pre-
dict behavior change (Fishbein and Yzer, 2003). In turn, news media organizations 
would then have the ability to incorporate such information into their broadcasts, 
benefiting all stakeholders involved. 

Conclusion

As this paper has described, the media plays an important role in commu-
nicating risk to the public. Often times, in an attempt to remain objective, the 
news media will utilize practices like agenda setting and message framing, which 
ultimately have a measurable impact on the public’s perceived risk and behavioral 
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changes. There are opportunities for improvement, of course, and they may ulti-
mately come from past failures and successes, as well as the incorporation of social 
media data. If nothing else, more research is certainly needed into the media’s ability 
to appropriately function as a risk communicator; those opportunities are constant-
ly arising, as public health emergencies are ever-present. 

However, just as a responsibility exists for news organizations to report the 
information accurately, a similar one exists for news consumers. It is ultimately up 
to the general public to determine whether they believe the information seen on 
television, newspapers, or on the Internet; consumption is a two-way street, and the 
public would be served greatly by truly understanding the ways in which the news 
media can affect their beliefs and actions.
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Abstract:

This is a critical introduction to the poetic works of Emily Dick-
inson. Dickinson’s interest in smallness and childhood has often 
fueled her widespread infantilization. My paper contextualizes 
Dickinson’s self-diminution in the 19th-century belief that child-
hood was a heightened spiritual and poetic state. I close-read her 
poetry through a religiospiritual lens, demonstrating that Dickin-
son utilized size to explore her own existential selfhood. Dickin-
son’s poetical “child-womanhood” was a philosophical navigation 
of her complex relationship with God, the universe, and the Di-
vine infinite. 
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Adrienne Rich wrote about Dickinson’s child-womanhood as a product of 
19th-century sexism. She offers a tantalizing quote from Richard Chase—that “one 
of the [presumably only] careers open to women was perpetual childhood”—before 
expounding with her own compelling feminist critique: “A strain in Dickinson’s 
letters and some—though by far a minority—of her poems was self-diminution, 
almost as if to offset and deny—or even disguise—her actual dimensions as she 
experienced them. And this emphasis on her own ‘littleness,’ along with the deliber-
ate strangeness of her tactics of seclusion, have been, until recently, accepted as the 
prevailing character of the poet: the fragile poetess in white… devalued into a kind 
of naivêté [sic].”1

I do not doubt that Dickinson’s self-diminution was hijacked by men, nor do 
I doubt that Dickinson herself utilized it for manipulation—likely with guile sar-
donicism, as that would be more in keeping with her character. However, as scholar 
Carol Holly points out, a woman writer’s perpetual childhood “may also have been 
informed by the nineteenth century tendency to privilege childhood as a time of 
spiritual transcendence and poetic inspiration.”2 To claim that Dickinson disguises 
dimension with littleness is to ignore Dickinson’s philosophy of (in)finite relativity. 
She reclaims smallness, finding power in it, and her poetic exploration of size does 
not reduce dimension—it dissects it, shrinking the abstract Infinite and enlarging 
the human Finite. Dickinson’s concept of smallness is not merely a way of describ-
ing herself; it is her way of elevating humanity through the Self.

According to Isabel Sobral Campos, Dickinson’s poetry “does not perform 
the disappearance of the self in the immensity of God that a mystical experience 
requires, but expands the boundaries of the self with the discovery of the depth of 
nature and feeling. Her emphasis is on spiritual processes, on the ongoing redis-
covery of the infinity of the immanent world.”3 We see this in such quintessential 
Relative Selfhood poems as “The Drop, that wrestles in the Sea – ” (284), “The Soul 
selects her own Society – ” (303), “I prayed, at first, a little Girl” (576), “I cried at 
Pity – not at Pain – ” (588), “The Brain – is wider than the Sky – ” (632), “The 
Way I read a Letter’s – this – ” (636), “Size circumscribes – it has no room” (641), 
and “The Life we have is very great” (1162). We may also observe and delight in the 
relevant explorations of Dickinson’s Soul, Infinity, Worth, and Autonomy poems, 

1  Adrienne Rich. “Vesuvius at Home: The Power of Emily Dickinson.” Parnassus: Poetry in Review, 
Poetry in Review Foundation, 1976.
2  Eakin, Paul John., and Carol Holly. “Nineteenth Century Autobiographies of Affiliation: The Case 
of Catherine Sedgwick and Lucy Larcom.” American Autobiography: Retrospect and Prospect, University 
of Wisconsin Press, 1991.
3  Campos, Isabel Sobral. “The Haunted House of Nature – Immanence’s Infinity.” The Emily Dickin-
son Journal, vol. 25, no. 1, 2016, pp. 57–82., doi:10.1353/edj.2016.0004.
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such as “The Soul has Bandaged moments – ” (512), “Forever – is composed of 
Nows – ” (624), “Again – his voice is at the door – ” (663), and “I am afraid to own 
a Body – ” (1090), respectively.

284
   

The Drop, that wrestles in the Sea –
Forgets her own locality –
As I – toward Thee –

She knows herself an incense small –
Yet small – she sighs – if All – is All –
How larger – be?

The Ocean – smiles – at her Conceit –
But she, forgetting Amphitrite –
Pleads – “me”?

This is one of Emily Dickinson’s poems that utilizes the smallness/infinite 
dichotomy. The Drop is the smallness; the Sea is the Infinite. The Drop is wrestling 
in the Sea—not with the sea, but in it, struggling with “her” own insignificance 
as she tries to relate to the space around her. Yet a Drop in the Sea is the Sea. We, 
as human observers, perceive them as One; only the self-aware Drop can identify 
herself within the whole.

Emily Dickinson’s feminization of the Drop leads me to speculate that she 
is visualizing her own placement (“locality”) in the universe. The “I” in “As I – to-
ward Thee – ” is Dickinson inserting herself into the poem, as opposed to using a 
detached, omniscient narrator.

The identity of “Thee” is murkier. My first instinct is that “Thee” refers to 
God. If this is the case, the Drop in the Sea may be related to concepts of Soul—of 
God breathing Himself into human flesh, of His omnipresence, of everyone having 
Him in them, of everyone living simultaneously as their own selves and as a part 
of His Universe. More broadly, “Thee” could be the Universe. This poem feels like 
an antecedent to the opening anecdote of David Foster Wallace’s “This Is Water” 
speech:

“There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet 
an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, ‘Morn-
ing, boys, how’s the water?’ And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and 
then eventually one of them looks over at the other and goes, ‘What the hell 
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is water?’”4

Emily Dickinson is closer to David Foster Wallace’s young fishes than to the 
water surrounding them. This poem could be Dickinson conversing with the whole 
word—the air she breathed, the trees, the flowers, the skies, the æther… But wheth-
er it’s the world itself or (more likely) God, this is Dickinson navigating her size and 
place in relation to the Infinite. And as Wallace concludes, “education … has almost 
nothing to do with knowledge, and everything to do with simple awareness.”5 Dick-
inson cultivates her spiritual ideology by examining her own consciousness; so too, 
the sentient Drop seeks to contextualize her self-perception.

“She knows herself an incense small…” The word incense could make the 
Drop’s smallness more pleasant (sweet-smelling), or else she may be using this word 
for its religious connotations. Burning frankincense is a major part of ancient ritual 
worship. Incense can be a metaphor for prayer, with Dickinson referring to herself 
and her spirituality as meager service—as insignificant.

“Yet small – she sighs – if All – is All – / How larger – be?” This is the most 
abstract line in the poem. I believe it means that size is only a matter of perspective, 
that the small Drop need not “enlarge” her status because all is One. “The Ocean 
– [smiling] – at her Conceit” is the Universe/God humoring the Drop/Dickinson’s 
inflated sense of self. Her audacity is further emphasized by the last two lines: “But 
she, forgetting Amphitrite – / Pleads – ‘me’?” Amphitrite is Poseidon’s wife, Posei-
don being the Greek god of the ocean and Amphitrite herself being a sea goddess. 
When the Drop claims her own smallness does not diminish her worth to the sea, 
she unwittingly challenges Amphitrite’s authority. By extension, Dickinson’s self-
aware concept of Oneness with the Universe could, in her mind, challenge God’s 
authority.

The last line is especially curious. The question mark is not in Dickinson’s 
quotation marks, so “me” is not a question; it is a plea—a prayer. The question mark, 
then, does not belong to the Drop, who seems oblivious in her quest for Oneness. 
The question mark indicates Dickinson’s own hesitance, doubt, wonderment, ap-
prehension, and insecurity as she contemplates her small place in the Universe.

303

The Soul selects her own Society –
Then – shuts the Door –

4  Wallace, David Foster. “This Is Water: Some Thoughts, Delivered on a Significant Occasion About 
Living a Compassionate Life.” New York: Little, Brown, 2009.
5  Ibid.
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To her divine Majority –
Present no more –

Unmoved – she notes the Chariots – pausing –
At her low Gate –
Unmoved – an Emperor be kneeling
Upon her Mat –

I’ve known her – from an ample nation –
Choose One –
Then – close the Valves of her attention –
Like Stone –

The philosophy here is that the Truest part of the Self belongs to a greater whole, 
and it isn’t that God traps it there; it’s that the Self itself has the freedom to find 
where it is meant to be. This interpretation elicits further philosophical questions. 
Does the Soul choose its person (the person being a society of One, a society of 
multitudes—for persons contain contradictions and nuance; for every One is a part 
of something more)? Does every person does have a divine destiny, albeit a destiny 
chosen by and for itself?

This Society could perhaps be less abstract, with the idea being that people 
seek out like-minded individuals, or kindred spirits, to foster a sense of belong-
ing. However, Dickinson’s Soul “shuts the door – / To her divine Majority – ” and 
“close[s] the Valves of her attention – / Like Stone.” Far from seeking a community, 
Dickinson’s Soul seeks isolation from the Infinite, asserting her independence. By 
closing herself off from the outside world, the Soul not only selects but creates her 
own society—a society of the Self. This society of Selfhood is smaller than the “di-
vine Majority” and “ample nation,” allowing the Soul to take up more space (and 
hold more power) within it. As Campos wisely writes, “Solitude comes from this 
complete separation from the world, but also from the discovery of the unknowable, 
boundless dimension of the human interior: the finite becoming infinite.”6

“I’ve known her” draws an extrospective parallel to the introspective 284 
(“she knows herself ”), presenting the first-person narrator of 303 as a more active 
observer. The Soul coolly watches, unmoved, as the external divine attempts to in-
vade her internal dominion. When the Chariots and Emperor lower themselves to 
the Soul (“at her low Gate,” “kneeling / upon her Mat), their reverence and self-im-
posed smallness only validate the Soul’s greatness, and she has no need for them. The 

6  Campos, Isabel Sobral. “The Haunted House of Nature – Immanence’s Infinity.” The Emily Dickin-
son Journal, vol. 25, no. 1, 2016, pp. 57–82., doi:10.1353/edj.2016.0004.
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phrase “Choose One – ” does not use the lower-case “one,” as in a singularity; it uses 
One, referring to the abstract concept of Oneness—of being whole. Yet Dickinson 
differentiates between the narrator and the narrator’s Soul by switching between 
the first and third persons, complicating her concept of Oneness with the duality 
necessary for Self-awareness.

576

I prayed, at first, a little Girl,
Because they told me to –
But stopped, when qualified to guess
How prayer would feel – to me –

If I believed God looked around,
Each time my Childish eye
Fixed full, and steady, on his own
In Childish honesty –

And told him what I’d like, today,
And parts of his far plan
That baffled me –
The mingled side
Of his Divinity –

And often since, in Danger,
I count the force ’twould be
To have a God so strong as that
To hold my life for me

Till I could take the Balance
That tips so frequent, now,
It takes me all the while to poise –
And then – it doesn’t stay –

576 is a peculiar poem. It has peculiar capitalization, a peculiar rhyme scheme, and a 
peculiar narrative, and these peculiarities are exactly what make 576 so thought-pro-
voking. One of the most intriguing peculiarities of 576 is the way that Dickinson 
plays with capitalization. She refers to God throughout the poem as “his” rather 
than “His.” Traditionally, pronouns referring to God are capitalized as a sign of 
respect, to the point that capitalized male pronouns have become a way of codifying 
Him, like shorthand.—Indeed, I believe Dickinson herself utilizes this in her other 
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poems, using “Him” to write about God indirectly.
By writing about God with lower-case pronouns, Dickinson diminishes His 

authority, literally making Him smaller. This is particularly fascinating because of 
the words that she does choose to capitalize here. Three of those words are abstrac-
tions (“Divinity,” “Danger,” and “Balance”); this is in keeping with Dickinson’s nor-
mative use of capitalization throughout her poems. Most intriguingly, Dickinson 
also capitalizes the words “Girl” and “Childish.” In doing so, she raises her child-self 
status from what could normally be perceived as small and insignificant to some-
thing bigger and therefore more significant. Yet she still refers to her child-self as 
“little,” thereby elevating the status of smallness itself.

The fact that Divinity is one of Dickinson’s capitalized abstractions is also 
important. This elevates her child-self to the same level as Divinity, further chal-
lenging God’s authority. So too, it is notable that Dickinson’s 576 religious musings 
exclusively write about God in the possessive—always “his,” never “him.” Therefore, 
when Dickinson challenges God’s authority, it is specifically in the context of His 
ownership. This is all an extension of Dickinson’s strand about balancing a scale. Her 
last stanza describes a struggle to conceptualize God holding her life for her because 
she sees herself as holding more power over herself than He does.

Dickinson’s struggle is further complicated because 576 also indicates her 
desire to balance autonomy with security. The third stanza expresses a yearning to 
trust God to protect her in times of danger; the second stanza is about her own un-
certainty (“parts of his far plan / that baffled me”) both about her own life and, more 
so, about Him—“the mingled side / Of his Divinity.” The word “mingled” connotes 
capriciousness and impurity, as though God’s “far plan” is too temperamental to 
predict, as though this perceived disorder somehow taints His divinity. The word 
“mingled” also implies a mixed multitude within something larger, recalling the 
questions of Oneness explored in 303. Just as the human Self may be its own mul-
titudinous Society, so can God’s Infinite Self.

The first four stanzas all end with the same long E phoneme (ē). Dickinson 
even uses the ē phoneme to end the third-to-last lines in stanzas three and four, 
drawing more attention to the sound and thereby furthering the expectation to 
encounter it at the end of the poem’s final line. Yet the last stanza subverts this 
expectation, instead rhyming with the first line of the third stanza. This makes the 
poem feel unfinished, indicating that Dickinson’s (or her narrator’s) feelings on the 
subject have not yet been resolved.

1162
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The Life we have is very great.
The Life that we shall see
Surpasses it, we know, because
It is Infinity.
But when all Space has been beheld
And all Dominion shown
The smallest Human Heart’s extent
Reduces it to none.

This appears to be Dickinson’s own thesis on Smallness and the Infinite. 1162 be-
gins and ends with definitive statements. Both the first and last lines have a period 
at the end, providing a finality that sharply distinguishes 1162 from the other three 
Dickinson poems that we have been examining. Our first poem, 284, ended with a 
question—which is not an ending at all, but the beginning of a philosophical jour-
ney. Our second and third poems, 303 and 576, both ended with an en dash, giving 
them a sense of incompletion.

Indeed, all but one of the other four Relative Selfhood poems that I have 
listed end with an en dash as well. The only anomaly is 641, a more aggressive, 
claustrophobic poem about the Infinite underestimating the finite, with scathing 
remarks such as “The Giant tolerates no Gnat” and “intrinsic size / ignores the 
possibility / Of Calumnies – or Flies.” 641 serves as a burst of frustration amidst a 
series of open-ended poems written over the course of a decade, with 1162 finally 
arriving at an answer.

Dickinson’s first declaration in 1162 is, “The Life we have is very great.” By 
this, she is referring to the finite existence in this world, as opposed to the Infinite 
afterlife (“The life that we shall see”), using “great” to connote both merit and size. 
Her second statement is that the Infinite, by definition, exceeds the greatness of our 
finite existence—only to dismiss this with a perfect conclusion to the themes that 
we (alongside Dickinson) have been exploring thus far.

The idea here is that smallness of the individual is, in essence, bigger than the 
abstract Infinite. Dickinson beautifully expounds on this three years later, in Letter 
389: “The mysteries of human nature surpass the ‘mysteries of redemption,’ for the 
infinite we only suppose, while we see the finite.” Of course, the enigma and suppo-
sitions of Infinity are precisely why it is Infinite. Infinity is entirely dependent on its 
relativity to the Finite. The human mind must conceptualize the Infinite—even if 
what we attempt to conceptualize is inherently beyond conception—for the Infinite 
is only as limitless as we suppose it to be.
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Abstract:

Distinguished Professor Eva Feder Kittay argued in her work, “Re-
lationships of Dependency and Equality,” that dependency serves 
as a unifying factor between all humans, and should be used as 
a source of empathetic understanding to reduce conflict. In my 
Conflict and Peace Studies paper, I argue that, while dependency, 
as Kittay emphasizes, is a vital aspect of the human condition in 
infancy and illness, the need to be dependent becomes a desire in 
adulthood, leading individuals to become dependent on politi-
cal and cultural groups. I bring Melvin Konner’s Human Nature, 
Ethnic Violence, and War into conversation with Kittay’s essay to 
reveal the ways in which the ideologies individuals adopt in order 
to belong to dependent groups create an “us” vs. “them” mentality. 
In my paper, I emphasize that the resulting conflict becomes vio-
lent when collectively-practiced values of hegemonic masculinity 
militarize the divide between groups. I conclude that, while Kit-
tay’s argument had merit, permissiveness of dependency when it is 
no longer necessary creates an environment in which conflict and 
violence thrive.
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When confronting the idea of war, practicing empathy serves as a potential 
conduit for peace. Eva Feder Kittay defends this argument in her book Love’s Labor: 
Essays on Women, Equality, and Dependency. In the chapter “Relationships of Depen-
dency and Equality,” she poses the idea that human interconnection can be fostered 
based on the unifying idea that everyone is “some mother’s child” (Kittay, 25) and 
has been dependent at some point in life. Kittay suggests that the empathetic men-
tality this notion calls for has the potential to push back against the pervasiveness 
of war and militarization. While the universal idea of human dependency can serve 
as a means of bringing people together, it also can create an environment and gov-
ernment permissive and even expectant of willful dependency. In other words, the 
idea that dependency is a unifying factor between humans can become an excuse 
to forsake individuality in favor of a group mentality, rather than an argument for 
empathy. 

In her book Love’s Labor: Essays on Women, Equality, and Dependency, Eva 
Feder Kittay argues that dependency serves as an equalizer between humans: a point 
of universal contact. Infancy and illness are the two prime examples Kittay cites as 
periods of complete dependency. Since everyone was an infant, “Dependency is 
inescapable in the life history of each individual” (Kittay, 29). Dependents rely on 
caregivers, or, as Kittay calls them, “dependency workers” (Kittay, 30). Thus, care 
also becomes a part of humanity, as there can be no dependents without dependency 
workers. Kittay brings to light the humanizing aspect of dependency with the hope 
“that once we understand the implications of the clearest cases of dependency, we 
will appreciate the full range of human interconnection, and see how all moral and 
political concepts need to reflect these connections” (Kittay, 30). She argues for 
peace and understanding on the basis of interconnection; we should all treat each 
other with kindness and empathy because we were all “some mother’s child” (Kittay, 
25). These ideals have the potential to be instrumental in resolving conflict; how-
ever, I argue that in our society, this notion of dependency does not disappear once 
we have the capacity to be independent. The polarizing formation of groups, be 
they racial, political, social, gendered, or other, promotes a chosen dependency, or 
a willful forsaking of individuality. Recognizing dependency as a part of the human 
condition creates an environment of acceptance surrounding the indoctrination of 
individuals into groups and their ideologies.

 The desire to be part of a group is a natural one, and goes back to Kittay’s 
writing. Melvin Konner explains this desire in Human Nature, Ethnic Violence, and 
War: “The tendency to flee to a protector is bound up with the tendency to fear, 
and since the world contains many surprises, we probably all have some of both in 
our everyday lives. If the infant’s fear of strangers is transformed in adulthood into 
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something like contempt, then the flight to a protector may take the form of obe-
dience, conformity, chauvinism, or loyalty” (Konner, 20). Although the “tendency 
to fear” is certainly a part of the “tendency to flee to a protector,” or group, it is also 
bound up with the desire to be cared for, which, as Kittay notes, has been a part of 
the human psyche since infancy. During the transition from infancy to adulthood, 
the physical, very literal need to be dependent -- and thus, cared for -- becomes a 
psychological desire. People are willing to “submerge their independence in the pur-
poses of a higher authority, a collective will, or both” (Konner, 20) in order to retain 
the sense of being cared for, despite care no longer being necessary. In this way, the 
formation of groups becomes an outlet for a reformed version of Kittay’s dependen-
cy. Just as the infant is not expected to take responsibility for its dependency, we, 
as Konner points out, “may be assuaged by unburdening ourselves of responsibility 
for our actions. We reduce this sense of responsibility and its concomitant anxiety 
by hewing to a set of rules, participating in collective action, or following a lead-
er” (Konner, 20). In other words, we find care in our re-manifested dependency 
through submitting our individual will to the will of a larger group or authority 
figure. 

This tendency was displayed in Stanley Milgram’s electric shock experiment, 
which Konner cites in his writing. In this experiment, subjects were instructed 
to give a series of electric shocks to an unseen person, who was not really being 
harmed, though the individuals administering the shocks were unaware of this. 
Milgram observed that “most people studied gave what they believed were very 
dangerous shocks simply because they were ordered to do so by an authority figure” 
(Konner, 23). Even when the cries and pleas of the unseen person were heard, the 
individuals administering the shocks did not go against the authority of the admin-
istrator. This experiment revealed “the capacity for man to abandon his humanity, 
indeed, the inevitability that he does so, as he merges his unique personality into 
larger institutional structures” (Milgram, 188). The presence of authority resulted 
in a complete abandonment of the empathy Kittay argues in favor of. Her ideas of 
universal humanity are completely overshadowed by a willful forsaking of individ-
uality. If we are not individuals, we cannot truly experience empathy. An evolved 
version of Kittay’s notion of dependency is still evident in this experiment, however, 
as those administering the shocks choose to rely on a higher authority rather than 
their individual will. 

Milgram’s shock experiment is indicative of the willfulness with which peo-
ple absorb themselves into the ideologies, or “set of rules,” (Konner, 20) of a particu-
lar group. This set of rules often includes a common enemy: another group that does 
not belong and whose ideologies, because they differ from the chosen group’s, are 
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false. Konnor writes, “Whether in large or small groups, a common manifestation 
of mass psychology is the identification and destruction of enemies” (Konner, 21). 
As we assimilate ourselves into the ideologies of our consciously or unconsciously 
chosen group, we also differentiate and isolate. This tendency towards establishment 
of an “us” versus “them” mentality is highlighted in Muzafer Sherif ’s Robbers Cave 
Experiment. In this experiment, Sherif randomly assigned twenty-two eleven-year-
old boys into two equal groups. Even though the groups participated in the same 
activities and were not placed in competition with each other, “the groups neverthe-
less began to show signs of competitive attitudes -- they named themselves Eagles 
and Rattlers, spoke disparagingly of each other, and began to react territorially to 
each other’s ‘incursions’” (Konner, 22). Once competition between the groups was 
introduced, the conflict between them heightened. Even though the groups were 
randomly assigned and had no clear distinction, conflict arose. The participants 
relinquished their individuality, adopting a group name and a collective animosity 
towards the perceived enemy. Even before the experiment introduced elements of 
competition, the divide was clear; the individual boys, in being grouped together, 
immediately established a collective mentality that villainized the other group. Sher-
if ’s experiment reaffirms the human willingness to set aside an individual status in 
order to become dependent on a group and its ideas. The divide between groups 
that comes as a result is where the seeds of conflict are planted. 

Depending on a group mentality creates an environment permissive of war 
as ideologies of oppression and hatred go unchecked. One of the primary ideolo-
gies that emerges in groups is the notion (or notions) of hegemonic masculinity. 
Although the paradigm of hegemonic masculinity is virtually impossible to achieve, 
it still serves as a factor upon which humans -- and the societies and groups humans 
create -- depend. As Kimberly Hutchings points out in her article “Making Sense 
of Masculinity and War,” there are many different manifestations of hegemonic 
masculinity when it comes to warfare, including the “nuclear intellectual,” the “‘just 
warrior,’” and the “heroic figure” (Hutchings, 391-392). Whether in times of war 
or in times of peace, these forms of hegemonic masculinity are performed by indi-
viduals. Since performative ideologies come from the group, however, individual 
performance is group performance. Hegemonic masculinity is a pervasive example 
of the way group ideology becomes an oppressive force against individuality. 

Regardless of what form masculinity takes, it deeply pervades and even cre-
ates the culture of war. As Hutchings points out, “qualities such as aggression, ra-
tionality, or physical courage are identified both as an essential component of war 
and also of masculinity at a given place or time” (Hutchings, 389). The forms these 
qualities take are performed at the collective group level. Because masculinity and 
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war are so inseparable, they become part of a “military culture” (Hutchings, 393), 
and since masculinized groups exist within a military culture, these groups are also 
militarized. The individualized masculinity that Hutchings refers to, however, is 
absorbed into a collective masculinity, forming a strange dichotomy wherein the 
dominance of masculinity is displayed by individuals as a function of a larger, in-
stitutional group. People simultaneously perform hegemonic masculinity and allow 
their individuality to be consumed into a care-providing group, which then dictates 
the ideology of masculinity that is to be performed. 

A 2014 advertisement for the U.S. Navy highlights the culture of perfor-
mative masculinity that groups engender. In the ad, members of the Navy step 
forward one by one to protect a mother, father, and their young daughter. As more 
and more soldiers, doctors, and engineers step in front of the family, a voiceover 
reads, “to get to you, they have to get past us” (U.S. Navy, 2014). The young girl 
peers out from behind a soldier just as the voiceover says the line, “to get to you.” 
She is placed in the role of a dependent who must be protected. The Navy forms a 
united group around her, all displaying a stoic, protective form of masculinity, as 
well as a form of caregiving. The idea of the Navy as a group becomes virtuous as 
they rally to care for the thing that unifies us all: dependency. But just as the helpless 
girl must be surrounded by members of the Navy, the individuals themselves must 
be surrounded by each other. On their own, they cannot enact this protective mas-
culinity. Therefore, in order to protect the powerless dependent, the soldiers must 
become dependents themselves. In this way, dependency is militarized by displays of 
hegemonic masculinity. Additionally, the “us” versus “them” ideology very literally 
emerges in the Navy commercial in the line “they have to get through us.” As they 
come together in a masculinized group, the individuals that make up the U.S. Navy 
confront the ambiguous and villainized “them,” establishing a heightened version of 
the conflict created in Sherif ’s experiment. Although masculinity is just one ideolo-
gy adopted by individuals when they give their identity to a group, the militarized 
nature of performative hegemonic masculinity allows conflict between groups to 
become violence and, eventually, war. 

Kittay’s argument for empathy based on the idea of a universal dependency is 
compelling. In practice, however, accepting dependency as part of the human con-
dition creates a society permissive of the formation of dependent groups in which 
individuals forsake their identities for a collective set of ideologies, engendering a 
combative environment wherein groups villainize each other. The ideology of hege-
monic masculinity militarizes these dependent groups as it is collectively performed, 
enabling conflict to become war. Since this tendency is so consuming in society, 
choosing to perform individuality, rather than ideology, is a vital step towards estab-
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lishing peace. Although as humans inherently inclined towards dependency, groups 
are a comfort, it is when groups, their ideologies, and the conflicts between them are 
challenged by individuals that progress towards peace can be made.

Chosen Dependency
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Abstract:

The early Jamesian model of consciousness holds, among other 
principles, that every thought is a part of a personal consciousness. 
I argue in this paper that this commonly held conception of con-
sciousness as wholly personal is incorrect and outmoded. Such a 
perspective suggests a sort of solitariness to consciousness that fails 
to match an accurate description of lived experience. This paper 
argues that personal ownership does not necessitate singular own-
ership, and instead, an experience can also be non-singular, with 
shared-ownership. Or, conscious experiences can be non-whol-
ly-personal. 
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The early Jamesian model of consciousness holds, among other principles, 
that every thought1 is a part of a personal consciousness. Every thought is personally 
owned. The extrapolation of this idea leads to two major concepts: 1) there can be 
no thought that is not owned, and 2) because each thought is personally owned, 
each one is necessarily, impregnably, separate from any other not held by the same 
possessor. Nothing about spatiality, familiarity, or overlap in content can breach this 
separation (James, 1984). 

I will argue in this paper that this commonly held conception of conscious-
ness as wholly personal is incorrect and outmoded. Such a perspective suggests a sort 
of solitariness to consciousness that fails to match an accurate description of lived 
experience: one full of various gradients of ownership, sharing, and intimacy; one in 
which experiences among different agents noticeably overlap. While I continue to 
support the idea that thoughts are owned, the argument here is that personal own-
ership does not necessitate singular ownership. The second argument of this paper, 
stemming off of the idea of a non-wholly-personal consciousness, is that this aspect 
allows for and creates experiences of overlaps in consciousness that allow for such 
things as intimacy. 

To be clear, this argument is not suggesting that conscious experience is 
inherently non-singular, and that consciousness is not ever personally-owned but 
instead always has a shared-ownership. Rather, it suggests that it is not accurate to 
posit that a conscious experience can only be singularly, personally-owned (SPO). 
Instead, an experience can also be non-singular, with shared-ownership. Or, con-
scious experiences can be non-wholly-personal (NWP)

While the early Jamesian model of consciousness is still widely held, close 
to the end of his work James published a series of essays regarding consciousness, 
revising and complicating his earlier ideas with discussion over the nature of the re-
lationships between the subject and object involved in an experience (James, 1976). 
He posits that this lies in the transaction of subject/object –hood between the two. 
James wants to recognize the principles of direct and embodied perception that 
many current enactivist theories of mind argue to take into account. The stimulus 
does not float out of the object and passively, indirectly, arrive to the subject and 
bish bang boom create the experience of perception. Nor is the subject a pedestaled, 
direct observer to all things object. Rather, in the action of perception, conscious-
ness arises both from the embodied agent directly, optimally, grasping the object 

1 For this paper, the word ‘thought’ will refer always to anything in the amazing spectrum of a 
phenomenological experience; it does not refer to just identifiable, explicit thoughts, but to everything 
implicit and indescribable as well.
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and from the object’s response, which is its geography, its properties, its character in 
the world, and is its impact on the subject. 

If we consider conscious experience to be that of the early Jamesian model, 
we may think of an experience as the subject – the “experiencer” – sensorially gaz-
ing upon the object – the “experienced” – and taking in some form of information 
and having an experience. If we instead utilize the later model with the idea of 
consciousness from transaction, we may think of an experience as the mutual in-
teraction between the “experiencer” and the “experienced,” whereby it arises from 
each of their properties instead of just the observed properties of the object. Here, 
conscious experience is not an individual substantive thing independent of its re-
lations: it is relations. There is no distinction between subject and object except in 
context; a thing X can play the part of the knower in one scenario, and in another 
play the thing known. 

Let us consider an interaction among two things. If the interaction were 
between one human agent and, say, a book, the former would play the role of the 
subject and the book would be the object; they only are so here because of the rela-
tionship between the two. The object gives itself to be a book and the subject takes 
the object to be book as perceived by a human agent.  Interactions between two 
agents are more difficult to consider. Each agent will have an experience that arises 
from the transaction between themselves and the other agent. Humans generally 
implicitly ascribe subjecthood and agency to other humans they encounter, except 
in cases of objectification or pathology. However, it is accurate to understand the 
first transaction between two agents as we did with the agent and book: each agent 
will have an experience in which they define the other relationally as object. 

However, because these definitions are relationally determined, this experi-
ence is not static. I believe it is the case that as human agents develop and gather 
more information about the “experienced” in their perception, the relationship they 
have dynamically changes. For an interaction amongst two human agents, it is like-
ly the case that the first conscious experience will be as above: one in which each 
defines the other as relational object. However, very shortly after there may be a 
recognition of the other as possessing a similar subjecthood – something which does 
not typically occur with most non-animal things – and a resulting slight ascription 
of agency and consciousness that may alter this relation. 

Thus, this ascription must be gradable. That is, each human agent possesses 
the possibility of ascribing any amount of agency and consciousness toward another. 
It follows from this that the experience that each agent has of the other can vary 
from complete object to complete subject. So, it is possible that two human agents 
interacting can have an experience of the other as subject. Hold on to this idea: we 
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will come back to it later. We are approaching an argument on intimacy, but first 
we must resolve what it means for multiple agents to have overlapping experiences. 

Recall that James’ transactional concept of consciousness asserts that expe-
rience arises from the relationships between two things interacting. An object gives 
itself in a certain manner, and the subject affords the object certain properties. An 
affordance is some property between the subject and object that gives unto the ex-
perience of conscious to cause it to be as it occurs (Gibson, 1966).  I wish to show 
that overlapping experiences must stem from an overlap of affordances.

Let us consider some clear instances of this occurring. In some circles, it may 
be thought that a fictional novel is poor support for empirical arguments, as essen-
tially anything can be said that can then support a premise. This idea is not with-
out merit, but irrelevant when a text exactly describes lived experience. The novel 
“To the Lighthouse” by Virginia Woolf, one of the premier stream of consciousness 
writers of the 20th century, successfully captures transactions of consciousness more 
astutely than nearly any other. Her work describes phenomenological experience in 
an incredibly accurate manner (I say that as someone who has a great deal of expe-
rience with having experiences). In a very lengthy scene in which a large number of 
people are attending a dinner party, Woolf writes the following: 

“Lily was listening; Mrs. Ramsey was listening; they were all listening. But al-
ready bored, Lily felt that something was lacking; Mr. Bankes felt that some-
thing was lacking. Pulling her shawl round her Mrs. Ramsey felt that something 
was lacking” (Woolf, 1927).

Nearly any person reading this would not even think to question the valid-
ity of this sort of description; many people have had some such experience where 
it seemed that everyone was just as bored as they. If you have doubt, consider the 
cliché, “The tension was palpable.” Just in the same manner, here the boredom is 
palpable. 

The text above is a good illustration of the accuracy to lived experience with 
which Woolf writes, but will also serve here as a well-wrought example of affor-
dance overlap. Notice the careful choice of word repetition: “…was listening… was 
listening… were all listening,” and “… something was lacking… something was 
lacking… something was lacking…”  With each iteration, the word points to a new 
agent and identifies their current thought, driving in the point that many people 
at that table are having the same response to the current stimuli. The choice of 
repetition in sentence structure, where both the first and the second sentence repeat 
the current thought, is an indication that this phenomena is not unique but tem-
porally extended. The ramification of that idea is that there must be an overlap in 
affordances. 
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Why? Consider the diagram below:

This diagram shows three agents, with the bounds of their perceptual atten-
tion modelled by the ovals. Each agent is clearly directing their perception to the 
object modelled by the star. All three agents happen to be focusing on the same ob-
ject. Applied to the text above, this diagram could be three of the dinner attendees 
focused on one particular stimuli, perhaps another person speaking. It is not hard to 
convince oneself that their attention is overlapping. However, what is suggested by 
both the model above and by James’ transactionary nature of consciousness is that 
the affordances that each agent in this model are giving to the object are also similar, 
so as to produce the identical reaction of “… something was lacking… something 
was lacking… something was lacking…” And for their affordances to be so similar, 
their conscious experience must be similar in some reasonably relevant amount. 

It is obvious that conscious experiences cannot completely overlap, but what 
can be seen here is that they can overlap to a measurably significant degree. This is 
the substance that must account for the phenomena of palpable boredom, or in fact 
for the palpability of anything. For some characteristic to be palpable, it must be the 
case that the atmosphere, in a sense, is invoking an intense enough experience to be 
felt by multiple people. I posit that such an effect is caused by the overlap of affor-
dances and conscious experience as we saw above. The effect of James’ later work is 
a defeat of the personal portion of his original ideas on consciousness; there must be 
some sort of tangible thing that can be passed from one consciousness to another, 
meaning consciousnesses are not separated by impermeable barriers.  

The two concepts that we have worked to now using James’ transaction of 
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consciousness are: first, that the ascription of agency in human agent to human 
agent interaction is gradable and thus it is possible that two human agents inter-
acting can have an experience of the other as subject, as their relationship to each 
other can dynamically change with extended interaction. Second, that there can be 
overlaps in affordances and thus can be overlaps in conscious experience. 

What follows from combining both of these ideas is a definition for intimacy. 
Considering two human agents, what is required first is that each agent is ascribing 
a high level of subjecthood to the other. Second, that this high subject ascription is 
a large portion of the current conscious experience. Third, that each agent is experi-
encing or apparently experiencing this. The overlaps conscious experience are what 
become tangible, and what create the palpable experience of intimacy just similar 
overlaps can create palpable boredom. 

Consciousness from these distinctions can be seen firstly to be non-whol-
ly-personal. It is this characteristic of non-wholly-personal that allows for experi-
ences such as overlaps in affordances that result in palpable experiences or create 
deep intimacy.

Crystian Massengill
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Abstract:

In its most basic form, cultural appropriation is the transforma-
tion of a deep, meaningful, or serious ritual or cultural tradition 
into a form of commodified entertainment. Australian rapper Iggy 
Azalea’s “Bounce” music video fantasizes Indian and South Asian 
culture through an Orientalist stream of consciousness, in which 
common tropes of South Asianness are paraded around with no 
context. Iggy Azalea’s “Bounce” music video illustrates the extent 
to which cultural appropriation plagues Western society, as dom-
inant white figures manipulate aspects of Eastern lifestyles into 
trendy fashion accessories. Cultural appropriation is allowed to 
fester via the fetishization of the mystical East, lack of understand-
ing of deeper traditional associations, and enhancement of white-
ness in its privilege to consume other cultures. Meanwhile, people 
who genuinely identify with the appropriated culture and live in 
America are Othered on a daily basis for being foreign and “dirty,” 
and their pride in their heritage is seen as a sign of their failure to 
assimilate into the dominant culture.   The ultimate goal of the 
great American “melting pot” is cultural exchange, but when as-
pects of cultural traditions are stolen and the minority group isn’t 
simultaneously valued, cultural appropriation takes rise.
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In its most basic form, cultural appropriation is the transformation of a deep, 
meaningful, or serious ritual or cultural tradition into a form of commodified en-
tertainment. Australian rapper Iggy Azalea has a lengthy history of association with 
cultural appropriation primarily in regards to black culture. Numerous arguments 
have ensued on Twitter over the issue, and Azalea consistently claims to understand 
the black struggle and where they come from. In May of 2013, Iggy Azalea released 
a music video directed by BRTHR (Alex Lee and Kyle Wightman) for her song 
“Bounce,” which fantasizes Indian and South Asian culture; the music video em-
bodies an Orientalist stream of consciousness as common tropes of South Asianness 
are paraded around with no context. Iggy Azalea’s “Bounce” music video illustrates 
the extent to which cultural appropriation plagues Western society as dominant 
white figures manipulate aspects of Eastern lifestyles into trendy fashion accessories. 
Cultural appropriation is allowed to fester via the fetishization of the mystical East, 
lack of understanding of deeper traditional associations, and enhancement of white-
ness in its privilege to consume other cultures. Meanwhile, people who genuinely 
identify with the appropriated culture and live in America are Othered on a daily 
basis for being foreign and “dirty,” and their pride in their heritage is seen as a sign 
of their failure to assimilate into the dominant culture.

Cultural appropriation plagues Western society, as celebrities proudly don 
themselves as fetishizers of a minority group or third world country. From Madon-
na’s Vedic-inspired hybrid “Shanti/Ashtangi” (1998) and Gwen Stefani’s Japanese 
fetishization in “Harajuku Girls” (2004) to Katy Perry’s yellowface performance of 
“Unconditionally” at the 2013 American Music Awards and Avril Lavigne’s Jap-
anese-“themed” “Hello Kitty” (2014), pop culture icons continually strive to be 
interpreted as bold, trendy, and mystical by Western audiences. A Native American 
girl wearing a traditional headdress doesn’t get the same reaction that a Caucasian 
girl does when she wears one at Coachella, an annual indie music festival during 
which cultural appropriation runs wild; the Native American girl is often looked 
down upon for retaining her culture while the white girl is praised for her trendy 
fashion accessory and earthy look. Cultural appropriation is not only the theft of 
another cultural element to be used as a fashion accessory but also encodes igno-
rance, denigration, and lack of respect as little to no care is given to the marginalized 
culture. 

The association of the East as a “spiritual land” predates Azalea and other 
contemporary pop celebrities by hundreds of years. In her article, “Henna and Hip 
Hop: The Politics of Cultural Production and the Work of Cultural Studies,” Suna-
ina Maira asserts that the fetishization of a “spiritual” Asia as required compensation 
for Western materialism stems from European colonialist, imperialist, and Orien-
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talist notions.1 The objects that colonialists brought back from the “mystical” East 
cultivated an alternate fantasy, and the objects rather than the people themselves be-
came valuable. This is problematic in itself because the supposedly “backwards” East 
has developed into a modern society in the 21st century as well – with paralleling 
technology and urban centers. However, Western societies continue to view Eastern 
lifestyles as “primitive” and perpetually lesser than. This belief in an otherworldly 
fantasy is unrealistic because slums, political corruption, and riots are a part of ev-
eryday life in India (in addition to the supposedly “mystical” elements).2 Yet, white 
consumers are only concerned with what are perceived to be the “fun” elements 
such as the elaborate weddings, Holi celebrations, elephant embroidery, and henna. 

In her article, “‘What Can Brown Do for You?’: Indo Chic and the Fash-
ionability of South Asian Styles,” Anita Mannur discusses “authentic India [as] fe-
tishized by the countercultural movement of American and British young in the 
1960s and 1970s”.3 As the popularity of India was generated for the most part as an 
aspect of the hippie subculture, elements of its popularity have also remained in the 
modern-day equivalents, or hipsters, as they rush out to wear bindis and purchase 
elaborate tapestries featuring Hindu gods with no knowledge of the traditional asso-
ciations of either. The inaccurate and superficial consumption of India is incredibly 
prevalent in Azalea’s “Bounce” music video. As stereotypical images of “Indianness” 
flash back and forth, Azalea constructs a fantasy of a mystical India in which materi-
alism, urban development problems, and corruption don’t exist – solely glamorizing 
the enticing elements of Indian life. These images of India are easy to sell because of 
their homogenous nature and enticing appeal; thus, the fixation with an imaginary 
version of South Asia stems from age-old Western materialism and capitalism. How-
ever, they remain problematic in that they allow Western consumers to perceive 
Eastern lifestyles as simply fashion accessories to their wardrobe. 

1  Sunaina Maira, “Henna and Hip Hop: The Politics of Cultural Production and the Work of Cul-
tural Studies,” Journal of Asian American Studies 3, no. 3 (2000): 344, http://muse.jhu.edu/. 
2  Ibid., 341.
3 Anita Mannur and Pia K. Sahni, “’What Can Brown Do for You?’: Indo Chic and the Fashionabili-
ty of South Asian Styles,” South Asian Popular Culture (2011): 180, https://www.academia.edu/.
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The fetishization of Asian cultures present in mass media as well as the fash-
ion industry provides Western consumers with no context of the deeper traditional 
associations of certain goods or actions. Throughout the Azalea’s music video, she 
dons a bindi (shown in Figure 1), which traditionally represents the sixth chakra 
or “the third eye” and symbolizes love and honor. Without realizing the history 
of associations with the bindi, Azalea wears one as a decorative element to further 
enhance the sari she wears. Later in the music video, Azalea is transported to a small 
(presumably very local) Hindu temple, where a puja, or Hindu ceremony showing 
reverence to god through the utilization of prayers, rituals, and songs, is conducted 
by several priests, as shown in Figure 2. As this deeply religious act is captured, 
Azalea takes center stage once again where she gyrates to the beat of making “it 
bounce.” This raging hypersexualization in a sphere in which her actions (as well as 
attire) are incredibly inappropriate further articulates her lack of understanding of 
the deeper traditional (in this case, religious) associations of her setting and actions. 
This feeds off of the notion that over time, Western society has come to sexualize 
the Other due to its “exotic” and unattainable nature. Also, the context in which 
Azalea employs the puja deliberately belittles Hindu traditions given that she sings 
and dances as this deeply religious event occurs in the background. “Bounce” ex-
hibits a truly Orientalist stream of consciousness: it “bounces” from an elaborate 
wedding to an auto rickshaw ride, a crowded city street to an elephant outing, and 
a Holi celebration to a repeating psychedelic image of the Taj Mahal. Throughout 
the course of this random assortment of images, the focus is placed on her – a rich, 
white woman; meanwhile, it places all the dark-skinned backup dancers behind 
her, as though they are props or accessories to assist her in making the most of her 
exotically sexualized fantasy. 

A common defense for cultural appropriation in today’s day and age is that 
it has been misinterpreted and examined too much, and it is actually cultural ex-
change in action. Cultural acceptance is the ultimate goal for many marginalized 
minority groups, but Iggy Azalea’s “Bounce” music video fails to embody this de-
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Figure 2: Hindu 
temple scene in Azalea’s 
“Bounce” music video. 
In this scene, a puja 
is performed as a 
background element 
of Azalea’s singing and 
dancing, as though it is 
less important. 
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sired cultural exchange. In his chapter “Pop Cosmopolitanism: Mapping Cultural 
Flows in an Age of Media Convergence,” Henry Jenkins states “the trend toward 
‘Asiaphilia’” and the “pop cosmopolitanism” coverage of fetishized Asian Americans 
won’t “lead to any real understanding between different cultures…[due to] selective 
appropriation and repurposing of other cultural traditions for one’s own interests.”4 
Because the cultural traditions that Western societies choose to poach from Eastern 
lifestyles are decontextualized, their depiction doesn’t foster any authentic appre-
ciation for their social and political perspective. Another common refute against 
cultural appropriation is that the artist was acting in good faith, or they didn’t mean 
to be offensive. Rather, they thirst for being interpreted as “different” and “sophis-
ticated,” and a slew of seemingly Orientalist images is enough to achieve this goal. 
Nevertheless, their stereotypical actions are categorized as cultural appropriation 
because their actions are still influenced by the institutionalized hierarchy – which 
is constructed by imperialism, colonialist notions, and an incredibly racist mindset 
that has been ingrained in us since birth by way of media representation. 

Some might also insist that marginalized groups take in aspects of the dom-
inant culture all the time, so when accused of cultural appropriation, the dominant 
culture isn’t committing any offense. On this, in his article, “Cultural Appropriation 
Without Cultural Essentialism,” Erich Hatala Matthes insists, “it is in the nature of 
a cultural group to dominate and impress its culture upon others.”5 Thus, because 
the minority groups are expected to assimilate, it is assumed that the minority cul-
ture will ingest the majority culture; immigrants are welcomed to the “melting pot” 
that is the United States given that they conform to the norms and expectations of 
white English-speaking America. For cultural appropriation to cease, commodifi-
cation of a minority group’s culture must happen simultaneously with respect for 
the minority group itself. It is hypocritical to adopt aspects of their culture while 
continuing to shame them for exhibiting their heritage.

Members of dominant culture in Western society are the only ones that pos-
sess the true privilege to consume other cultures and be interpreted as “worldly.” 
Whiteness is allowed to “taste test” other cultures through experimentation. Mean-
while, if a person of color were to behave the same, they would be ridiculed for 
lack of assimilation. “Bounce” exhibits Azalea’s enhancement of her whiteness in its 
privilege to consume other cultures. The saris, Holi celebration, temple background, 
and Taj Mahal are manipulated to serve as embellishments: they enhance her. The 

4  Henry Jenkins, “Pop Cosmopolitanism: Mapping Cultural Flows in an Age of Media Con-
vergence,” in Globalization: Culture and Education in the New Millennium (Oakland: University of 
California Press, 2004), 133.
5  Erich Hatala Matthes, “Cultural Appropriation Without Cultural Essentialism,” Social Theory and 
Practice, no. 42 (2015): 6, http://philpapers.org/.
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dark-skinned backup dancers exist as props for her – the wealthy, white woman – to 
stand in the front and center as she struts around in a more elaborate outfit. Mattes 
also states that cultural appropriation is at play when “members of dominant cultur-
al groups speak on behalf of members of marginalized groups.”6 This inflated credi-
bility is given to Iggy Azalea when she rides in an auto rickshaw in the music video. 
When a worldwide hip-hop sensation appears to be experiencing the transportation 
of the common person in a developing country, she immediately gives the false in-
dication that she is a “down to earth” celebrity and isn’t tarnished by the fame and 
riches. Similarly, Maira is particularly interested in what henna demonstrates about 
the continued unequal treatment and racial power struggle. In the past decade or so, 
henna has slowly shifted to become a signifier of a trendy American character rather 
than a distinctly South Asian identity. Maira states that this is a way of neutralizing 
a previously threatening foreignness: placing the same traditional markings on a 
white body rather than a brown body is a relief to many.7 This theory highlights the 
timeless “fear of the Other,” which has been more explicit in the past but remains 
prevalent today. In her article, Mannur provides an example from the lived experi-
ence of a British Indian woman who states that her “ethnicity is commodified and 
repacked for the very same”8 white people who look at her in disgust everyday. This 
feeds off of Maira’s argument that “Indianness” is only acceptable on white skin, but 
it is a marker of formidable foreignness when on native brown skin. 

Contrary to popular belief, intentionality is not what sets cultural exchange 
apart from cultural appropriation. Oftentimes, pop culture icons have no malicious 
intentions; instead, they are simply trying to show their devotion to a certain culture 
that they enjoy, seem different from other celebrities, or a combination of both. 
Rather, the difference between cultural exchange and cultural appropriation relies 
on if the “historically dominated” group “remain[s] socially marginalized”9 or not. 
The utilization of cultural another group isn’t necessarily what’s problematic; it’s 
the fact that a South Asian person and Australian celebrity wearing the same outfit 
and dancing the same way aren’t perceived equally. Because inhabitants of East and 
South Asia are still seen as “primitive” in the eyes of the West, it is hypocritical to 
assume characteristics of their lifestyle while continuing to perceive them as “lesser 
than.” After East and South Asian people immigrate to the West, they are perpetual-
ly viewed as foreigners because of their atypical appearance. They are interpreted as 
Other, and any way in which they attempt to express their heritage or cultural roots 

6  Matthes, “Cultural Appropriation,” 11.
7  Maira, “Henna and Hip Hop,” 354, 8.
8  Mannur, “What Can Brown Do for You?,” 187.
9  Matthes, “Cultural Appropriation,” 2.
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is immediately associated with their failure to assimilate into “proper” whiteness. 
Because they are denigrated for their lack of choice in skin color, they lack the same 
freedom that whiteness has in its privilege to consume other cultures. 

The ultimate goal of the great American “melting pot” is cultural exchange, 
but when aspects of cultural traditions are stolen and the minority group isn’t simul-
taneously valued, cultural appropriation takes rise. This is incredibly problematic, 
and it begs for change once and for all. Jenkins suggests that we should teach kids 
to “build upon what they have already learned about cultural difference”10 by fos-
tering a thirst for knowledge about other cultural identities in younger generations. 
If implemented at a young age, this can change the outlook that many younger 
generations have about cultural difference and how it is significantly influenced by 
materialism, hypersexualization, and white privilege; thus, cultural appropriation 
will become obsolete and true cultural exchange can be accomplished.

10  Jenkins, “Pop Cosmopolitanism,” 136.
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Abstract:

The Music Video as an Act of Resistance

This paper will present an analysis of the structure and artistry of 
music videos by utilizing two contemporary examples (Solange 
Knowles’ “Don’t Touch My Hair” and Kendrick Lamar’s “Alright’). 
Through careful analysis, I will illustrate how these music videos 
effectively use the combination of imagery, symbolism, composi-
tion, and visual effects to enhance and strengthen the resistance 
messages the artists seek to convey through their music. This paper 
will additionally contrast this analysis with elements of the live 
performance and illustrate the reasons why the resistance messag-
ing and related impact of live performances is fleeting. Finally, this 
paper will examine the degree to which music videos influence the 
way audiences perceive and make meaning about the expressions 
of resistance conveyed by the musicians and songwriters in their 
videos by citing important race, gender, and performance studies 
scholarship.
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A young boy tells his mother he refuses to go to bed. A group of employ-
ees go on strike believing they are being exploited. Protestors mount a revolution 
against their government to gain independence from the oppression they face. Each 
of these scenarios could be described as an act of resistance. Resistance can be the 
refusal to accept or comply with something new or different. It can also be an ef-
fort made to stop or fight against someone or something. Moreover, resistance is 
the ability to prevent something from having an effect; or it is the act or instance 
of opposing (Merriam Webster). By definition, resistance can be exhibited in var-
ious ways and on many different levels, overtly or covertly. It can be expressed as a 
personal grievance, declared in a written document, illuminated in a documentary 
or feature film, shaped through a political movement, or conveyed in a creative 
way through the use of performance art, such as a live concert or a music video. 
This latter format/forum, and its unique potential for expressions of resistance, is 
the central subject of this paper. It can be argued that music videos, in contrast to 
things like live performances of music, provide artists with a powerful platform 
through which to register acts of resistance that can significantly shape perception, 
meaning, and beliefs in the audiences they are targeting. This paper will present an 
analysis of the structure and artistry of music videos by utilizing two contemporary 
examples that illustrate an effective use of the combination of imagery, symbolism, 
composition, and visual effects to enhance and strengthen the resistance messages 
the artists seek to convey through their music. This paper will additionally contrast 
this analysis with elements of the live performance and illustrate the reasons why the 
resistance messaging and related impact of live performances is fleeting. Finally, this 
paper will examine the degree to which music videos influence the way audiences 
perceive and make meaning about the expressions of resistance conveyed by the 
musicians and songwriters in their videos. 

Although short films that incorporate music and imagery were created as 
early as the 1920s and 30s, it was not until the 1980s that the music video, as we 
know it today, grew to prominence as an artistic medium. Its presence and impact 
was further expanded with the rise of the Internet and the creation of YouTube and 
social media. There is even an entire awards show dedicated to honoring the var-
ious genres and creative/technical aspects of music videos released each year—the 
Video Music Awards on MTV. Since their rise to prominence, music videos have 
been used by some artists as a medium through which not only to create entertain-
ing, music-enhancing visuals, but to also examine and/or reinforce a given song’s 
commentary on the social and political issues of the day. In doing so, these music 
videos become what can be described as unique performative acts of resistance that 
challenge or rally against the perceived unjust factors and forces of our society and 
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culture. Just as with other social forms of resistance, the way an artist chooses to 
create and perform resistance within the music video medium can vary greatly. This 
may depend on their music style and who they are as an artist, but also may depend 
upon the nature/content/context of the issues about which they want to register 
grievances or make commentary.

As suggested earlier, live musical performances also have this ability to op-
erate as acts of resistance. There have been several notable musical performances 
throughout history that have accomplished this on various levels. There is a distinct 
effect that live performances produce and have on an audience. The connection cre-
ated in the relationship between the bodies of the performers and the bodies in the 
audience is so strong because all of these “bodies”—all these individuals—are physi-
cally present in the same shared space. The experience for the audience, as well as for 
the performers, is kinetic, kinesthetic, and multi-sensory. The audience is impacted 
directly and immediately by the actions of the performers—there is a vibration 
transmitted (literally) from one body to another—from the musician/singers’ voic-
es, music, amplifiers, and even the lighting, to the audience, with similar vibrations 
transmitted from the audience back to the performers. There is also an ephemerality 
inherent in the nature of live performances. Even if the performer tours across the 
country or around the world, the same “act” is never the same performance. It is 
different every time.  Often times what a performance means to one audience on 
one day is not what it means to another audience on a different day. Any given expe-
rience of one live performance simply cannot be recreated or re-experienced (theater 
performers tell us this all the time). 

One of the largest and most famous acts of resistance through live musical 
performance was Woodstock. In 1969, 32 acts performed for over 400,000 people 
over the course of three days in August on a dairy farm in White Lake, New York. 
The festival was organized in a call for “peace and music” during a time of political, 
social, racial, and cultural tension throughout the country. While hundreds of thou-
sands of people attended this performance, if you were unable to attend, you did 
not experience Woodstock. The effect and impact of those performances and that 
event was unique to the time and space in which it took place. The telling of what 
occurred secondhand, hearing about it on the news, or even watching the 1970 doc-
umentary film about it was inherently different and much less powerful (in terms 
of performative impact) than the experience of witnessing the live performances 
at the event in person. Because of its ephemeral nature, the experience of a live 
performance is exclusive to those who can attend. This generally limits the ability 
for a performance to have a greater impact—emotional, psychological, or even so-
cial—on a large number of people. Recently, live performances have been broadcast 
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or “live-streamed” in an attempt to include a broader audience. However, as stated 
above, the experience and direct impact of being in “the room where it happens” is 
not equivalent to the experience of viewing a filmed record of the performance—the 
feeling of immediacy and physical connection between bodies is lost. Moreover, the 
live performance is not created to be a film, so the filmed record documenting a per-
formance does not generally utilize the filmic/video principles and creative methods 
to capture the emotions or have the psychological impact that a performance which 
sets out to be a video or film in the first place has on an audience.

While music videos cannot achieve or recreate the kind of visceral, body-to-
body connection and experience that occurs during a live performance, there are 
several things a music video can do to create (and actually become) a powerful, ac-
cessible, and highly artistic act of resistance—with precisely crafted and consistently 
repeatable messaging. As previously mentioned, music videos operate in the digital 
space—a space that is highly accessible to millions of people all over the world. 
Music videos that are made available online can be shared and viewed by anyone 
that has access to a computer and Internet connection—a much larger number of 
people than are able to get to one live performance. For instance, Kendrick Lamar’s 
music video for his song “Alright” has been viewed on YouTube 102,483,971 times 
since it was released on June 30, 2015. Solange Knowles’ music video for her song 
“Don’t Touch My Hair” has been viewed on YouTube 27,580,913 times since it was 
released on October 2, 2016. These numbers far exceed the amount of people that 
could ever view one live performance, and they continue to increase everyday with 
more and more views. In addition, music videos have the ability to be played and 
replayed over and over again anywhere and at any time. Even as days, months, years, 
and even decades go by (and artists grow old and even pass away), music videos 
remain accessible for viewing for generations.

Not only are music videos much more accessible as a performance medium, 
they also allow the performers and the creative teams behind these videos to delib-
erately and precisely craft and compose every detail of these works. In a music video 
performance, the artist has the ability to change costumes, locations, and scenes 
within an instant. Directors can use all the elements of filmmaking—composition, 
different shots, editing, special effects, etc.—to manifest the vision an artist has for 
their music. By using these visual elements, artists can further develop the stories 
they tell in their songs and enhance the messages they convey in their lyrics to create 
artistic, powerful and impactful acts of resistance. Kendrick Lamar’s “Alright” and 
Solange’s “Don’t Touch My Hair” both illustrate and exemplify this unique capacity 
that the music video medium has to make powerful statements about racial rela-
tions, our current political climate and prevailing social/cultural dynamics. These 
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artists do it in very different yet equally effective and impactful ways. 
In the music video visualization of “Don’t Touch My Hair,” Solange chal-

lenges the “system of racial meanings and stereotypes” and the “racial ideology” 
present in American society by making these issues the central focus/theme her song 
and video (Omi & Winant 2015). In the lyrics of this piece alone, Solange quite 
explicitly and directly addresses racial relations in the U.S. She does so with such a 
specificity and intentionality that is often not seen in the creation of most popular 
music and music videos (which are often made and produced on major labels that 
hold their own political/social platform and capitalistic agenda). In just one song, 
she speaks to a white audience, calling out and denouncing the microaggressions 
against and the subjugation of black bodies that persists in the racial formations in 
our society and current social climate. This is evident in the opening lyrics of the 
piece: “Don’t touch my hair, it is the feelings I wear. Don’t touch my soul when it’s 
the rhythm I know…” In the video, after shaking her head back and forth, she locks 
eyes with the camera with a strong, captivating stare, looking in a penetrating way 
into the eyes of the viewer—demanding they pay close attention to her and what she 
has to say. With this gesture, she also defies the notion that black women should re-
strain their hair or conform to white ideals of beauty—she rejects and resists against 
this in the free-flowing nature of her movement. 

At the same time, she provides a voice and creates a space for the celebration, 
appreciation, and empowerment of black bodies and black culture. The visuals in 
particular aid in creating this space and visualization of black empowerment, espe-
cially in the way Solange uses tableaus, poses, gestures, dance, and movement. All of 
these elements of human bodies hold a unique power to convey strong, intentional, 
evocative and most-certainly social and political messages. Judith Butler highlights 
this in her article “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phe-
nomenology and Feminist Theory.” On page 275 of this piece, she states, “the body 
suffers a certain cultural construction, not only through conventions that sanction 
and proscribe how one acts one’s body, the ‘act’ or performance that one’s body is, 
but also in the tacit conventions that structure the way the body is culturally per-
ceived” (Butler 275). Here, Butler is exploring the body through the lens of gender, 
however the concept she explores can also be applied to notions of race and gender 
in the images presented in “Don’t Touch My Hair.” Solange presents black bodies, 
both male and female, in a way that is unapologetic, that is celebratory, and that 
deconstructs the ways in which black bodies have been “culturally perceived” in 
American society. In a still image from the video shown below, Solange and four 
other women of color with different types and textures of hair, wearing the same red 
top and shorts, strike strong, empowered poses on the line “You know this hair is 
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my shit. Rode the ride, I gave it time but this here is mine,” while staring into the 
camera.

 

Four men of color in green sweatshirts raise their arms and cross them against their 
chests while looking intently into the camera—another simple, yet striking gesture 
that conveys pride and empowerment. By including men in this video, Solange, as 
a female artist, suggests that it is not just hair she is talking about—she is talking 
about black pride and empowerment of all black bodies and experiences—male and 
female. On the lyric, “They don’t understand what it means to me, where we chose 
to go, where we’ve been to know,” Solange presents us with a wide shot looking 
down at a group of bodies in motion. They begin to move at the same time, but 
carry out different movements and gestures—some individually, some in dyads or 
partnerships—connecting with one another or moving as a group.  

This moment—another striking image—not only symbolizes the unity and coming 
together of bodies in space to celebrate and empower one another, but the fact that 
each person is carrying out a different movement and gesture deconstructs the no-
tion of homogeneity of “the black experience” in America and highlights the truth 
of the individual experience. Through a powerful, intentional, specific and artistic 
combination of music, lyricism, film, and dance, Solange has changed the way a 
black female artist in the U.S. can address racial relations by utilizing musical and 
visual performance—the music video.

 Similarly, Kendrick Lamar speaks out against police brutality and the op-
pression of and violence against black bodies in the United States while also calling 
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for unity, hope and empowerment in his 2015 music video “Alright.” In the first two 
minutes of the video, before the song even begins, a montage of images and scenes 
depict the current experiences of black bodies—the pain, the grief, and anger that 
has emanated in response to the unjust killings of black men by police officers—
actions that are reflective of the systemic racial injustice that persists in America’s 
social and political structure. We see images of fire, explosions, glass being shattered 
by a crow bar, and cars on fire, all to the sound of Lamar reading a poem that is not 
included in the original recorded version of the song. Toward the end of this poem, 
he says, “but while my loved ones were fighting a continuous war back in the city, I 
was entering a new one. A war that was based on apartheid and discrimination,” as 
we see a black man running away from a cop who then pulls out his gun and fires 
it—a powerful start to this video that explicitly illustrates the racial and political 
injustices Kendrick Lamar is resisting against in this video. 

 The video then cuts to another scene and presents us with another striking 
image, still before the song has even begun. We see Kendrick, Schoolboy Q, Ab-
Soul, and Jay Rock sitting in a car. Kendrick starts reciting a new verse while the 
camera zooms back to reveal that the car is being carried by four police officers.

This image lasts only a few seconds, however, it is, again, another striking visual met-
aphor that carries a lot of political and social significance. Kendrick is clearly making 
a statement about the relations between police officers and black men through the 
use of the body. Kendrick and the three other men sit in the car, almost as if they are 
riding in a carriage or chariot, carried by the bodies of white male officers who, as 
“bearers,” are struggling to carry the weight of the car. This could symbolize several 
things relating to race and racialized bodies, especially when examining this image 
through the lens of Michel Foucault’s ideas about the body and his concept of bio-
power—the idea that the body is an element to be managed in relation to strategies 
of the economic and social management of populations (Foucault 1980). The image 
could easily be considered to be depicting a role reversal where for once white male 
bodies carry the weight—the struggles, the discrimination, the oppression—that 
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black bodies have borne for centuries. 
 Throughout the rest of the video, once the song begins, we are presented 

with, at times haunting and surreal images from the world this video creates. It is 
a world that continues to depict racial trials and tribulations as well as a paradoxi-
cal political context. It also, however, conveys hope and positivity—which can be 
argued is the song’s ultimate message. By utilizing special effects, we see Kendrick 
floating through the street and above crowds of people—almost like a kind of su-
per-hero of this or of another world, reminding everyone that “we gon’ be alright.” 
The people below him dance in celebration— reinforcing uplifting sentiment that 
Kendrick appears to be fostering among the crowds of people in the streets.  

  

  
We even see children running and looking up at him in the sky, seemingly hearing 
his inspiring message and smiling up at him with hope. Similar to Solange, Kendrick 
creates a space in which black bodies are both celebrating and celebrated for who 
they are and what their culture means to them. The contemporary black experience 
and the meaningfulness of black culture is empowered in this music video through 
the unifying effect of lyrics, voices/singers, music and captivating images. However, 
in the final moments of the song, a cop pulls up in his car and sees Kendrick dancing 
and rapping on top of a streetlight. He gets out of the car holding his rifle, but he 
doesn’t raise it. Instead, he lifts up his arm toward Kendrick, makes the gesture of a 
gun with his hand, and ends the song by “shooting” his “hand-gun” while mouth-
ing the word “pow” as we hear a real gun shot go off. We then see Kendrick hit in 
the chest by a real bullet, falling down off the streetlight in slow motion toward the 
ground as we hear him recite the same poem from the beginning of the video.
   

 
The video takes a sudden violent turn that sharply contrasts the positivity and em-
powering mood established just seconds before this occurs. The montage snaps the 
viewer back to reality. Through this one action, the viewer is presented again with 
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an image of the seemingly enduring conflicted relations between bodies—specifi-
cally white male police officers and young black men. The choice for the officer to 
shoot Kendrick with his hand rather than an actual gun is an extremely powerful 
one. It emphasizes Foucault’s belief that power lies in the body and that oppression, 
subjugation or violence committed against certain bodies is rooted in and executed 
through the actions of other bodies (Foucault 1980). It also utilizes Dixon’s concept 
of “the digital double” that exists in media representations such as this. Kendrick, 
throughout the video, but especially in this moment, is the digital double serving 
as an “alter-ego” that according to Dixon represents “spiritual emanations or in-
carnations of the body” relating to “notions of ghosts, astral bodies, out-of-body 
experiences, and soul projection” (Dixon 254). Although in the video we are seeing 
Kendrick Lamar being shot and killed, Kendrick is in some way representing the 
bodies and lives of all black men who have been killed at the hands of police. Ken-
drick’s digital double appears to be sacrificing himself to reveal, to disclose, and to 
dramatize the reality of the experience of young black men in this country at this 
time in history. Through a paradoxical mix of song and image characterizing positiv-
ity and hope, violence and trauma, acceptance and discrimination, Kendrick Lamar 
exhibits a powerful act of resistance against police brutality and violence against 
black bodies, and for that matter, prejudice against African-Americans, through this 
highly artistic and well-crafted music video. 

Resistance, in all the forms described at the opening of this paper, is not an 
unhealthy phenomenon or human social dynamic. There are times when it is nec-
essary to right an injustice, to hold both leaders and followers accountable for that 
which they are responsible, to keep many dimensions of our civilization on the right 
course, and to let those who “we the people” offer the privilege of authority, power, 
and leadership know that at any time we can rise up and resist the abuse or excess 
of power. Moreover, resistance is an extremely useful tool for reminding leaders at 
every level of government that there have been times in history where resistance has 
resulted in revolution. And so, perhaps we should thank those creators of music 
videos, like Solange and Kendrick Lamar, for keeping the power of resistance alive 
and well-tuned.  Who knows, we may need to turn to them some day to sound a 
clarion call in one of their videos—a call that could move our society (if necessary) 
from resistance to revolution; even if it’s only a revolution of ideas aimed at shaping 
public opinion which results in diluting the power of any individual or group who 
attempts to abuse it. We need to utilize every tool available in order to keep working 
at moving our culture to be increasingly equitable, inclusive, compassionate, toler-
ant, and free. And, if music videos can help accomplish these aspirations, then by 
all means turn up the music!
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Who, How, and Where We Are

This paper is the culmination of a semester-long investigation 
into documentarian Robert Coles’s concept of location as it ap-
plies to two films, Elizabeth Barret’s Stranger with a Camera and 
Marco Williams’ Banished. Location is essentially the background 
and worldview of any particular filmmaker. After tracking and 
examining various definitions of location, it becomes apparent 
that Coles’s definition evolves throughout his work, eventually 
reaching into the consciousness of the documentarian rather than 
describing surface-level facts about their point of view. This con-
jecture is then tested and applied to Barret and Williams’ films 
through close analysis of specific moments in their work. Though 
this analysis, this paper shows that documentarians are not just 
passive participants in their own location but can actually become 
aware of and actively use it in order to carefully craft their own 
image in their films.

Media & Communications

Brooke Weber
Class of 2020

MLA format

Self-Aware Location in Banished and Stranger with a Camera



113

The field of documentary studies is astoundingly diverse, showcasing works 
that span years of changing norms, evolving equipment, and standout voices ready 
to craft and present new stories. Despite the field’s dynamic nature, there is one 
concept that has refused to fade, always following closely behind those who have 
deigned to pick up a notebook or camera and record: location. Though only just 
named and popularized by child psychologist and documentarian Robert Coles in 
his 1997 book Doing Documentary Work, location describes the timeless fact that 
each documentarian’s background and personal experiences create their perspective 
on the world, which then determines the shape of their work. No two documen-
tarians’ locations are exactly the same – in the cases of white Appalachian Kentucky 
native Elizabeth Barret and Black Bostonian Marco Williams, for example, the films 
produced by these people of different backgrounds have little in common in terms 
of subject matter. Whilst Barret’s film Stranger with a Camera (2000) focuses on 
uncovering the motivations for the decades-old murder of a documentarian near 
her hometown, Williams searches for a possible path towards reparations for Black 
Americans who were forcibly run out of, or “banished” from, their places of origin 
in Banished (2007). Still, these filmmakers approach their respective works with a 
similar bent towards achieving some form of closure for themselves. By examin-
ing both Elizabeth Barret and Marco Williams’ works in conjunction with Coles’s 
evolving thoughts on his own concept, location becomes more than passive fact 
of documentary-making – rather, it is an active, always-changing force that these 
documentarians take hold of in order to best communicate their films’ core ideas 
to audiences.

 Though Coles clearly establishes the basic definition of “location” within 
the first few pages of Doing Documentary Work – “We notice what we notice in 
accordance with who we are” (p. 7) – this definition is by no means all-encompass-
ing. The phrase “in accordance” implies a kind of simplistic relationship between 
noticing and being, indicating that the two factors share some direct correlation: if 
the documentarian’s background includes several particular traits, this seems to say, 
each trait will cause them to notice one certain thing as they work. This relationship, 
however, does not take into account the plethora of unique variables working upon 
both the documentarian and the object of the noticing – which, in fact, could be 
another person with a location all their own. Thus, as Coles moves forward in his 
book, so too does his understanding of location. By Chapter Three, entitled “Fact 
and Fiction,” Coles has brought in the concepts of human particularity and the 
documentarian’s mix, two vital aspects of each individual documentarian’s manner 
of working. Whilst the latter describes the documentarian’s ability to balance sub-
jectivity and objectivity within the films they create, choosing which of their own 
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personal inclinations they will lean into and which aspects to leave more factual and 
quasi-objective, the former describes the documentarian’s level of familiarity and 
individuality with their subjects. 

As Coles parses the possibilities of utilizing a high amount of human partic-
ularity within one’s work, he muses on the implications of location:

Events are filtered through a person’s awareness, itself not uninfluenced 
by a history of private experience, by all sorts of aspirations, frustrations, 
and yearnings, by those elusive, significant “moods” as they can affect 
and even sway what we deem of interest or importance, not to mention 
how we assemble what we have learned into something to present to 
others…. (p. 88)

Here, “person’s awareness” calls to mind a person’s location: not only do peo-
ple’s backgrounds and life experiences contribute to their overall outlook and ten-
dency to notice, but their awareness itself, their conception of themselves as living 
beings who move through the world, is what allows them to privilege certain aspects 
of a situation over others. Though the larger things that make up “a history of pri-
vate experience” do certainly bear weight on the ways people document, so too do 
the less grand aspects of life: fickle, uncertain “moods,” simply how one is feeling on 
a certain day, can also affect the ways in which we notice. Location, then, is not only 
“who we are,” but how we are – though mood, of course, can too be provoked by 
something related to background or history, the outlook of a documentarian can be 
swayed in a single moment. One’s location cannot be entirely understood through 
compiling facts about one’s personal story. The next step becomes stepping into the 
person’s consciousness itself, applying those background facts to the daily experience 
of living with them, to the ever-changing worldview that causes one thing to be 
captured and another ignored. 

This consciousness, or awareness, includes the ways that a person’s inherent, 
involuntary privileges (or lack thereof ) work upon them in different situations. For 
example, Black documentarian Marco Williams moves through the spaces featured 
in his documentary Banished very differently than Elizabeth Barret, a white docu-
mentarian who essentially lives in the town she documents, does in Stranger with 
a Camera. Though both filmmakers essentially become subjects in their own doc-
umentaries to some extent, as they both appear and speak in their films, Williams’ 
film serves to demonstrate, through his awareness and intentional placement of 
his Black male body, the response from those he documents to the obvious char-
acteristics of his location. Because Williams has lived his entire life in this Black 
male body, thereby shaping his location, he is conscious of the fact that moving 
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that body through all-white spaces will likely illicit some kind of reaction that can 
then be recorded and used to prove a point within his work. His lived experiences, 
particularly his personal story of banishment based on skin color (Williams, n.d., 
p. 1), have shaped a necessary cognizance of the way his own body is perceived. His 
location is not simply determining what he notices and does not notice, dragging 
Williams along for the ride – Williams takes his location by the hand, manipulating 
it in order to convey what he wants to convey, not simply accepting the results of a 
documentary shot through his point of view, but embracing them. Thus, Williams 
notices that a shot of himself walking up to an ordinary farmer’s market in the town 
of Harrison, Arkansas, where the Ku Klux Klan remains active and Confederate 
Flags fly high, might glean something more than meets the eye, something about 
the legacy that the banishment of Black people leaves. Indeed, it works – as an 
elderly white shopkeeper scratches his arm in apparent discomfort and refuses to 
meet Williams’ eyes, a white woman walks across the shot, craning her neck to stare 
at Williams for a few seconds before moving along (01:03:57). This simple shot 
perfectly demonstrates that Williams is disrupting the status quo merely by existing 
in this particular society, lending itself to the theme in Banished of a past uncomfort-
able with Black people that refuses to let go. His location, his history as a Black man, 
has not only made this reaction happen, but has made him aware of it, able to take 
advantage of those stares to make himself a walking catalyst for the conversations 
about reparations he wants to start. 

Barret, on the other hand, becomes her own subject in a very different way. 
She does not even address race in her film – it is outside of the scope of her concern, 
as her white race does not bear upon her all-white subjects’ impressions of her other 
than establishing that she, at least in this respect, comes from a similar location to 
them. The thing that sets Barret apart from the majority of her subjects is her mid-
dle-class status, her relatively privileged background that allowed her to flit in and 
out of the impoverished areas that surrounded her Whitesburg, Kentucky home 
in her youth. Though Williams too possesses the privilege that comes along with 
wielding a camera, which gives both he and Barret the power to negotiate a world-
wide impression of their subjects, the camera holds a different kind of weight for 
Barret: because of her location as a person raised near the epicenter of journalistic 
film-making for the War on Poverty of the ‘60s, the camera for Barret becomes a site 
of personal ethical concern (00:09:55). In “Why are Ethical Issues Central to Docu-
mentary Filmmaking?” (2001), documentary theorist Bill Nichols writes about the 
power of the camera as a weapon of considerable force: 

…We see what was there before the camera; it must be true. This re-
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markable power of photographic image cannot be underestimated, even 
though it is subject to qualification because (1) an image cannot tell ev-
erything we want to know about what happened and (2) images can be 
altered both during and after the fact by both conventional and digital 
means. (p. 3)

If an audience accepts what is shown to them as completely true without 
taking into account the two caveats that Nichols presents, a film may give rise to a 
dangerous combination of limited objective facts and the documentarian’s lens, or 
location. Because it is the documentarian who chooses which shots to take, their 
version of the truth will necessarily be presented to those who consume their work. 
The past documentaries of Eastern Kentucky are perfect examples of this (perhaps 
unintentionally) insidious manipulation: by taking real pictures of real people in 
real places, but through the outsider’s condescending, sensationalist lens, the peo-
ple of Appalachia have been consistently portrayed as somehow silently struggling 
and in need of the outsider-savior’s help (Barret, 00:27:16). Having grown up in a 
community scarred by the oppressive force of the camera and its ability to send a 
misleading message, even though she was removed from the brunt of its force by 
virtue of her class, Barret is highly self-aware of the impact that her film might have 
on those portrayed within it, including herself. 

How, then, does Barret deal with this hyperconscious noticing of her own 
position as a filmmaker who necessarily portrays people and events in a light that she 
determines? Her solution is to brazenly bring out this question of portrayal within 
the documentary itself, embracing, like Williams, her necessary consciousness of her 
own location in order to establish herself as a reliable authority on the area while 
acknowledging her privileges and wondering aloud if her own work can finally get 
Kentucky right: “Can filmmakers show poverty without shaming the people we 
portray? I came to see that there was complex relationship between social action 
and social embarrassment” (00:31:46). By asking this question and walking her 
audience through the steps she took to seek an answer rather than skirting around 
it (though, in fact, the film’s end indicates that closure has still not been reached 
(00:57:44)), Barret uses language to lessen the likelihood that she will be accused 
of acting just like the outsiders with cameras who invaded her town so many years 
ago – acting like Hugh O’Connor, the Canadian documentarian who was shot by 
territorial landowner Hobart Ison. Barret still feels sympathy for Ison, whose famil-
iar location as a Kentuckian haunted by the misrepresentation of his home through 
the camera lens led him to follow the “code of the hills” that implicated O’Connor 
in a capital offense by setting foot on Ison’s land without his permission (00:17:00). 
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Still, Barret’s self-awareness of her location as a person both in front of and behind 
the camera leads her to insure herself against this very code through the words she 
speaks. Thus, Barret’s self-awareness of her own location saves her, at least metaphor-
ically, from meeting the very same fate as O’Connor in the eyes of her community.

This idea of specific language as an active, powerful aspect of making doc-
umentaries is not a new one. As author Natalie Goldberg alludes to in her book 
Writing Down the Bones: Freeing the Writer Within (1986), the words that documen-
tarians choose to utilize convey a message beyond their literal meaning:

In writing with detail, you are turning to face the world. It is a deeply 
political act, because you are not just staying in the heat of your own 
emotions. You are offering up some good solid bread for the hungry. 
(p. 47) 

In other words, by using one phrasing over another, accompanying certain 
visuals with specific words, or strategically asking a pointed question as Barret does, 
the audience will consume different messages as their “good solid bread.” Chang-
ing one small detail can alter this handout, warping its consistency and ultimately 
leaving a different taste in the mouths of those who receive it. This, as Goldberg 
emphasizes, is a “political act” – each choice makes a statement, and each statement 
matters in terms of the documentary’s mission. 

The idea of a documentary with a set and specific mission unites Barret and 
Williams yet again. Both documentarians pursue a social justice angle in which 
they seek to answer a specific question that deals with the ways the echoes of the 
past speak to the present, bringing forward issues of class and media representation 
in Barret’s case and race and reparations in Williams’. Still, their approaches differ 
based upon their respective locations – while Barret outright states her mission to 
find a way to fairly portray poverty, Williams’ personal pro-reparations stance is 
buried under his preference for letting others speak and give their opinions while 
his own story appears to remain in the background. Still, Williams’ hidden past can 
be seen throughout the documentary through his highly political use of language. 
Every choice that Williams makes in Banished, extending beyond the words he puts 
in his own mouth to the exact number of seconds a certain shot is shown on screen 
or the ambient noise that is audible in the background, is a part of his message. 
The decision to end law professor Alfred Brophy’s discussion of banished families’ 
motivations for reparations with the thought, “…You can think about ways of going 
back and recovering that land and I think that is the impetus for saying, ‘We want 
reparations,’” (00:13:06) is not accidental. The emphasis is placed on “We want 
reparations,” and even though that message is coming from a white law professor’s 
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mouth, it is still explicitly expressed, forcing the viewer to muse upon its weight in 
the few seconds of instrumental music that follow. 

Once the banished peoples’ desire for reparations is established, Williams 
can then implicitly and subtly hand down his verdict on the matter: “Reparations 
for the land that was left behind, not sold, but stolen” (00:13:15). Though Williams 
is only clarifying what “land” Brophy is discussing, his spoken emphasis on the 
word “stolen” and the meaningful choice to take four seconds of film just to get this 
simple re-wording across establishes that Williams is on the side of those who want 
reparations – he does not refute their claims to the land, but solidifies them, even 
going beyond the law professor’s statement and claiming outright that the land was 
“stolen.” Perhaps Williams chooses this less explicit approach because he does not 
want his personal connection with the subject of his documentary to be revealed – 
perhaps, if every viewer knew Williams’ location as a banished person himself, the 
story arc of the documentary would have seemed too much like that of personal re-
demption rather than a collective desire for all Black Americans whose histories have 
been tarnished to receive reparations. Williams, like Barret, makes this clear through 
language, or, in Williams’s case, a lack of language. By allowing the audience to infer 
his relationship to banishment, forcing them to do further research to find out why 
Williams might be so interested in this subject beyond his race, Williams places the 
focus of his documentary on an active political agenda that advocates for reparations 
through his portrayal of and language surrounding those who both oppose and fight 
for this repayment. Barret’s use of explicit first-person language, making her own 
journey the focus of the documentary, positions her social justice angle more to-
wards her own responsibility in maintaining justice in media representations, which 
she showcases through her own musings on her hometown’s past and the shooting 
that disrupted its status quo. Thus, Williams’ and Barret’s awareness of their own 
locations shape their documentaries further through their conscious choice of lan-
guage in order to subvert or bring forward their personal narratives according to 
their relevance to the desired foci of their work. 

This tendency towards utilizing different forms of language can be quanti-
fied further by analyzing each documentarian’s particular voice as shaped by their 
locations. As Nichols writes in “What Gives Documentary Films a Voice of Their 
Own?” (2001), “the voice of documentary speaks with all the means available to its 
maker. These means can be summarized as the selection and arrangement of sound 
and image, that is, the working out of an organizing logic for the film” (p. 48). Es-
sentially, this means that every detail within both documentaries works towards each 
one’s “organizing logic,” or the manner in which both films are arranged in order to 
convey a specific message. In conjunction with Goldberg’s ideas about detail as a po-
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litical act, the documentarian’s voice, too, becomes a way to state one’s point of view 
without necessarily spelling it out for the audience. Both Williams and Barret make 
use of their documentarians’ voices to craft implicit messages within their films. 
Williams does this, as previously discussed, by using others’ language to bring out 
what is unsaid in his own. Barret, though, subverts the presented focus of her own 
documentary through her voice. She draws attention to and analyzes her own biases, 
allowing the audience to acknowledge that, while Barret purports that her work is 
about what led Ison and O’Connor to enter a confrontation that ended in death, 
her documentary is also about Barret’s own journey towards reconciling her desire to 
document with the historical media-based injuries inflicted upon the homeland she 
identifies with. She does so by enacting her dedication to maintaining a balanced 
documentarian’s mix between her personal connection to the subject matter and the 
facts of the event she investigates, interviewing people connected to both men in 
the shooting and providing her audience with an evenhanded perspective. Though 
the content of the documentary explores Barret’s central research question, its for-
mat, or “arrangement,” as Nichols might say, is heavy with self-questioning and a 
clear decision to avoid choosing either man’s side (Barret even inserts background 
information about both men separately, allowing both Hobart Ison (00:14:22) and 
Hugh O’Connor (00:17:15) the opportunity to be equally portrayed by the people 
who surrounded them and some basic facts and pictures from their lives). Through 
her documentarian’s voice, Barret is thus able to insert her own location into the 
film as an alternative focus for her documentary while still addressing the research 
question she sought to answer.

This is what unites Williams and Barret under a common umbrella of a new 
conception of location: the idea that documentarians themselves are conscious of 
and actively utilize their locations within their work. Banished, though on the sur-
face a documentary about three cities affected by the expulsion of Black Americans, 
is made by a man whose life has been shaped by the impact his body makes every-
where he goes. Having been banished himself, as well as just living as a Black man 
in America (notably, with long and usually fully displayed dreadlocks), Williams’ 
forced self-awareness and self-policing lends his documentary a sense of tiredness, 
of predictability. He knows what reactions he can capture by stepping into a certain 
place, he knows what questions he can ask and which ones would be better pushed 
by a man with more privilege, such as white newspaper reporter Elliot Jaspin, who 
actively uses his location as a white Southerner in order to attempt to get through 
to a prejudiced lawyer (00:23:10). Thus, the static aspects of Williams’ location, 
such as skin color and gender, and his own ever-evolving cognizance of how this 
location affects the way he is perceived both determine what is noticed and eventu-
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ally incorporated into his documentary. The same is true for Barret. Stranger with a 
Camera’s touted mission to unwrap the tale of Hugh O’Connor and Hobart Ison is 
indeed motivated by Barret’s life growing up as a privileged woman in a constantly 
observed, scrutinized, and obsessively characterized place, but the film’s other main 
focus, revealed through Barret’s voice and language choices, is her own fight to ac-
knowledge and work with the camera’s tendency to misrepresent by making herself 
the documentary’s underlying subject. Like Williams’, Barret’s basic, static location 
– her childhood class status and hometown – is filtered through her own scruti-
nizing lens. Thus, background, experiences, and a meta-awareness of these factors 
all create a location that gives Williams’ and Barret’s films both a sense of a larger 
purpose and a profound connection to a personal desire for closure.

As Coles might say it, these documentarians’ active awareness of their loca-
tions implicates “the hurdle of you…trying to ascertain what you truly believe is” (p. 
144). “The hurdle of you” – you, the documentarian, are something that needs to 
be assessed and dealt with, something that, once investigated, will lead to a clearer 
conception of what you are trying to convey. Taking the time to unpack one’s own 
present moment, using their past as a lens, might just be the key to unlocking the 
new powers of location, harnessing their unbridled nature to one’s own ends. Wil-
liams and Barret, through bringing forth and acknowledging the ways that their 
own location affects them, make that self-awareness a part of their locations, a part 
that allows each of them to show what they believe: to balance and advocate, to por-
tray and question.  As both Williams’ and Barret’s films demonstrate, taking hold of 
one’s own location with both hands – embracing all of the realities that it presents 
within one’s life – allows the documentarian to play around with their own history, 
to notice and not notice within their own location, to subtly craft a self-as-documen-
tarian that connects with the audience in a specific and intentional way. Location is 
no longer a background force that must be accepted in its original form. Williams’ 
quiet contentedness to remain in the background shows just as much of this careful 
manipulation as does Barret’s clear self-questioning; the two merely achieve different 
ends according to their particular documentarian’s style and voice. These factors, 
of course, are affected by location in itself, adding to the always-expanding cycle 
of location’s unconscious influence upon the documentarian, the documentarian’s 
cognizant realization of these influences, and, finally, putting their location to active 
use. As this last step becomes a part of their location, the cycle starts all over again, 
allowing the documentarian to always grow and change just as the field around 
them does. Still, location in some form continually remains, working hand in hand 
with the documentarian to ultimately give their audiences a bit of themselves no 
matter where they are.
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