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Editors Note
Welcome to the second volume of the Muhlenberg Academic Review (MAR!). As Co-Editors-

in-Chief this year, we have been honored and thrilled to be a part of a hard-working and passionate 
editorial board, all dedicated to celebrating the immense creativity and intellect that often goes unnoticed 
outside of our campus classrooms. We are, after all, a liberal arts college, and MAR is an opportunity to 
showcase who we are -- a diverse, interdisciplinary, empowered and empowering collection of students, 
individuals, and communities.

In the process of assembling this journal, we worked closely with Professor Linda Miller, the 
faculty advisor of Sigma Tau Delta, Gamma Iota -- Muhlenberg’s chapter of the international collegiate 
English honors society. Without the support of both Linda Miller and the members of Sigma Tau Del-
ta, Gamma Iota, this journal wouldn’t be possible. We also extend the greatest of thank yous to Cathy 
Harring, for her continued support, to Bri Daily, Senior Copy Editor, Pierce Lockett, Layout Editor, 
and Julia Baker, Social Media and Advertising Director, as well as to all of our cherished Contributing 
Editors and Copy Editors. 

A brief note on our selection process: each of the over 55 essays submitted to MAR was anony-
mously reviewed by three separate contributing editors. The opinions and expertise of these editors were 
the central factors considered in the final selection process. Each selected essay, however, was further 
evaluated by the MAR Editors-in-Chief.  

Being a part of MAR, and, more specifically, serving as Editors-in-Chief, has reinvigorated the 
immense respect and admiration that we have for the enlightened writing, analysis, and research con-
ducted at Muhlenberg. In our second volume of MAR, we made it our mission to truly embrace the 
interdisciplinary nature of the magazine in our selections. We are proud to present excellent papers from 
across the curriculum—from Art History to Public Health to Neuroscience to Math (Math!) to English 
and everything in between. Reading through all the submissions has been an honor and a privilege; the 
quality and depth of the work being done by Muhlenberg College students is unbelievable. Students 
here are interested in the details; they are passionate and attentive observers of life. This is the place from 
which their intellectual work is generated.

        Despite their disparate subject matters, the papers you are about to read all have in common 
the desire to trouble our known and established systems of power, language, and thought. This is the 
great power academia can hold. 

These authors engage critically with some of the most pressing issues we face as a people; from 
questions of racial and sexual equity and environmental sustainability to the implications of changing 
language in the digital age. The papers in this volume challenge accepted language, complicate estab-

lished narratives, and unshroud the hidden.

We hope these works will inspire you to reexamine what you think you know.

Thank you for reading, and please enjoy.

Blake Chernin and Lizzie Pfeiffer

Co-Editors-in-Chief of the Muhlenberg Academic Review 
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Abstract:

On Speaking through Shrouds
An Analysis of Covered Objects in Robert Frank’s The Americans

Robert Frank’s The Americans is a carefully selected sequence of 
83 photos drawn from a Guggenheim-sponsored cross-country 
road-trip between 1955 and 1957. Documenting various Amer-
ican roadways, urban spaces, and interior scenes, the collection 
elides text (aside from captions) to present a quiet reflection on the 
American cultural landscape of the late 1950s. Implicit critiques 
of American stratification and segregation are suggested by jarring 
combinations across Frank’s work, and one sequence in particular 
serves as the germ for this paper. Isolating two photographs near 
the middle of the collection—“Covered car—Long Beach, Cali-
fornia” and “Car accident – U.S. 66, between Winslow and Flag-
staff Arizona”—this paper attempts to contextualize these photos 
both within themselves and within the wider discourse of Frank’s 
implications about the American Dream. This paper draws upon 
evidence from the photos’ subjects, environments, and aesthetic 
qualities. This paper also refers to the introductory text from Jack 
Kerouac and photographic theory from Gerry Badger. This paper 
ultimately tentatively argues for the impression of authenticity in 
“Car accident,” emergent from the intentional superficiality and 
duplicity of “Covered car.” This paper’s analysis also queries how 
the photos may be understood as narrative, with one positioned as 
the consequence of the other.

MLA format

Andrew Leahy
Class of 2021

Art History



2 Andrew Leahy

In his essay “The Pleasure of Good Photographs,” Gerry Badger elaborates 
on a quote from Susan Sontag about the photograph’s evocation of death. Sontag 
called it “momento mori,” describing the camera’s capacity to slice a moment from 
time and mummify it. The result is a static object, removed from the otherwise 
immutable procession of history. In this consideration, Badger separates the no-
tion of a photo’s subject matter from its subject, writing, “If photography’s subject 
matter, the stuff that photography deals with, is reality or actuality – what is out 
there in front of the camera – the subject of photography is, or should be, history 
in one form or another” (11). This seems to suggest a transfer in the photographic 
act, where the contents of a photo become emblematic rather than literal – seizing 
significance as telling remnants of history and human culture, while the objects 
themselves, in space and time, wither and decay. 

This notion seems to align with the documentary setting of Robert Frank’s 
The Americans, in which visual images are treated as sites of discourse on the cul-
ture(s) of 1950s America, and the conflicting identities therein. As a collection, it 
collapses disparate subject matter – disparate realities – under one roof, staging a 
study of various objects and histories to defy the uniformity suggested in its defin-
itive (The Americans) title. Critical to this aim, Frank offers compelling pairings 
and successions throughout the work, calling attention to particular strands and 
motifs as resonant subject matter. One such pairing – “Covered car – Long Beach, 
California” and “Car accident – U.S. 66, between Winslow and Flagstaff Arizo-
na” – occupies the middle of the collection. Both photos are, at immediate glance, 
confrontational in terms of the photographer’s position, and they share the striking 
quality of objects formally centered and covered in shrouds. It may serve to illumi-
nate some of the arguments of Frank’s wider collection, then, to analyze this jarring 
partnership of photographs. In terms of being emblematic, their combination may 
expose critical conflicts between dreams and realities in America, sympathizing with 
some of the prominent resonances of The Americans as a fraught cultural portrait. 

 

Robert Frank, from The Americans: “Covered car - Long Beach California”
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Robert Frank, from The Americans: “Car Accident - US 66, between 
Winslow and Flagstaff Arizona” 

A combination of formal choices and subject matter cue the sense of rela-
tionship that Frank gives to this pairing. Indeed, in the page-turn from “Covered 
car” to “Car accident,” it seems as if the former phases into the latter, the covered 
vehicle that dominates the first photo metamorphosing, contracting perhaps, into 
the withdrawn covered form of the second photo. Visually, as mentioned, this is 
encouraged by the fact that both covered objects effectively occupy the center of 
their scenes. Additionally, relative to the saturation of their respective photos, they 
are more prominent in their shading, making them, arguably, the main characters 
of their dramas. The consecutive placement of these objects, so similar in spatial 
orientation and identity, then, begs the question of why Frank made such a pairing. 
This question can be initially pressed by isolating the shrouds, and considering them 
for what they are and for what they conceal--to extract the distinct stories they may 
be telling. 

Looking at “Covered car,” the shroud itself is jarring in that it appears radiant 
and reflective in the sunlight – almost like metal or silk. Given this, it may serve as 
a repellent or protective covering – far removed, in any case, from some old unser-
viceable tarp suitable for any old jalopy. These cues that the car underneath may be 
expensive and refined are aided by the smooth contours of the covering, outlining 
something sleek and stylish – seductive even – that the shroud keeps aloof from pry-
ing eyes. The shroud is even slightly lifted in the space between the two wheels, not 
only demonstrating that the car is elevated and functional, but more intriguingly, 
that a darkened underbelly lies beneath, enhancing its mystery and allure. Support 
for this interpretation can be found in Jack Kerouac’s poetic introduction, where he 
capitalizes on the story of the car’s covering. With a scathing ethos he writes:  

On Speaking Through Shrouds
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Car shrouded in fancy expensive designed tarpolian (I knew a truckdriv-
er pronounced it “tarpolian”) to keep soots of no-soot Malibu from fall-
ing on new simonize job as owner who is a two-dollar-an-hour carpenter 
snoozes in house with wife and TV, all under palm trees for nothing … 

From his mention of the “simonize,” or polish, as well as the other descriptive 
points aforementioned, it seems to surface that, being so covered for protection and 
preservation, this car is an object of possession and pride. It plays into the American 
narrative of prized ownership – the spoils of advancement in the Dream, to own a 
“nice car” – and so it lies idle in its private shroud for no one else to see, a beacon 
of its own status as a cherished possession. In Kerouac’s reading, the worthiness 
of this ownership is cast into question by the abysmal boredom of the imagined 
owner – ‘snoozing’ in his domestic space, with his domestic amenities, “all under 
palm trees for nothing.” The paradise of settlement,security, and ownership are cast 
into meaninglessness, placing the car at a curious intersection between reward and 
superficiality.

 This tenuous narrative of ownership and preciousness suggested by the 
shroud in “Covered car” agitates its relationship to the photo that follows it. Ac-
counting for the shroud featured in “Car accident,” it could not be more antithet-
ical to the refined and silvery covering that precedes it. Rather, the shroud here has 
a markedly wooly, shaggy texture, and it is haphazardly tossed over, presumably, 
the victim(s), or at least the remnants, of some highway tragedy. In any case, this 
utilitarian covering does not maintain the smooth contours and symmetry of the 
glamorous car; instead, its contents are jagged, protruding in arbitrary places – bat-
tered and broken. There is no gesture to curiosity or allure, as with the shadowy 
underbelly of the car’s covering – instead, these victims are completely concealed, 
their solemn presence dissuading trivial intrigue. These details emphasize the fact 
that, rather than covering for protection, and perhaps enticing a look, the shroud 
in “Car accident” is meant to avert spectacle. A viewer may rubberneck in both of 
these passing scenes, but the effect of the second photo bastardizes the seductiveness 
of the covered car, for what lies beneath the rag is no treasured hulk. 

These distinctions between the coverings themselves and the objects they 
conceal inform a critical counterpoint in the narratives of the photos. Whereas con-
cealment in “Covered car” is evocative of (potentially dubious) ownership and priz-
ing, concealment in its companion photo is more a matter of discretion and courte-
sy, or more deeply, the hiding of a disturbance – the evasion of unruly sights. In both 
cases, the purpose of covering is such that onlookers do not see directly what lies 
beneath, but the car in “Covered car” would seem to call attention to its own con-

Andrew Leahy
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cealment, while the damaged forms behind the fleecy blanket call for aversion, fear 
even. Or, the distinction may be stated as such: that the car is covered because it is 
pristine (because it needs preservation, a gesture that, by Kerouac’s language, seems 
quixotic), while the victims, or remnants, of “Car accident” are covered because 
they are ghastly and broken – they have been estranged from the state of robustness 
staged by the car. The objects emulate distinct purposes in their covering, then, in 
which one is covered on account of its beauty and the other, on account of its ug-
liness. It is worth noting, as well, that despite the striking distinctions between the 
identities of the covered objects, Frank considers one common denominator – cars. 
The titles themselves share the word – an undeniable strand in The Americans – and 
seem to segue into each other – “Covered car” to “Car accident.” The victim of the 
second photo, with this lens, may very well be understood as the consequence of the 
thing that is prized in the first photo, suggesting a jarring commentary, and perhaps 
correlation, between the coveted and the fateful in America. In this reading, the 
haplessness and futility of the first photo’s covering comes to light, as the prize is also 
the coffin – an irreconcilable transfer that casts the American Dream into doubt. 

Of course, the covered objects in these consecutive photos are not exclusive. 
They are part and particle of an interplay among other elements, contents, and 
aesthetics among them. Considerations for these elements may aid in deepening 
the discussion on the significance of this pairing. It piques interest, for instance, to 
consider the setting surrounding the covered car. Literally, the car is located in Long 
Beach, California, but, despite the familiarity of the name, the scene that Frank 
stumbles upon seems nondescript and anonymous. The viewer sees behind the car 
a flat, unremarkable building, sparing in individuality, and perhaps not reflective of 
the typical scene in which such a prized car would thrive. Critically, the image also 
contains no people, with the only ‘living’ occupants being the overbearing palm 
trees that pseudo-frame the car. Their orderly, domestic arrangement emphasizes, 
along with the other details, the barren urbanity of the scene. Overall, these accom-
paniments cast the shrouded car into an abandoned and anonymous space. This 
complicates the pursuant analysis of the car’s ties to ownership and belonging and 
aids Kerouac’s cynical narrative, for the object that suggests possession, protection, 
and care is now displaced in a world of desolation and shadows. It is almost as if 
the attainment of the desired vehicle fades from its novelty, and the paradise of 
materialism has, in the frozen moment of the photo, been cast to the roadside, like 
the victim.

A similar sense of dislocation can be inferred from the following photo. Here 
the place itself is uncertain – literally on a liminal roadside “between Winslow and 
Flagstaff, Arizona.” This spatial obscurity is compounded by the contents of the 

On Speaking Through Shrouds
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scene itself. The background is rather vacant – a disheveled garage and sheds, a 
Spartan yard and house, blurred power lines extending in seismic contours across 
the horizontal plane that crowns the image. In this photo there is a human occupan-
cy, surveying the still blanket just as the Long Beach trees overlook the car. But the 
faces of the onlookers are unclear, their composures are stiff, and they stand at some 
physical and emotional distance from the covering, more speculative than invested. 
Departing from the distinct narratives of covered objects, then, both photos seem 
to resonate with abandonment and desolation, but the car in the first photo does 
not seem comfortable in this space, whereas the desolation of the second photo is 
homogeneous – the majority of elements are aligned with it. As such, the shrouds 
both appear as charged sites in absent places, but they differ in the suggestion that 
the car is betrayed by its setting, while the victim is attuned with it. This enhances 
the way the photos in the pairing rebound off each other: “Covered car” is stripped 
more and more of its possessive confidence, while “Car accident” somewhat evades 
these complications of meaning; it survives in absence. 

To take these notions further, there is another dimension that may be worth 
considering, crucial to any photographic analysis. That is, outside of subject matter, 
the photos tell distinct aesthetic stories, suggesting room in which their assessment 
may be further complicated. Relative to other, more aesthetically pioneering, photos 
in Frank’s collection, “Covered car” is compositionally traditional. It boasts clear 
spatial meticulousness: the centering of the car, the framing of the palms, the way 
in which the flat roof of the building cuts the picture in half. As such, it departs 
from other, more experimental, unorthodox gestures that Frank makes, such as in 
“Bar – Gallup, New Mexico,” where the angle is severely tilted and the image is 
intentionally blurry. 

Andrew Leahy

Robert Frank, from The Americans: “Bar - Gallup, New Mexico”
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Such spatial orthodoxy nudges “Covered car” into conventional aesthetic 
palatability. This agreeable quality is aided by vibrant juxtapositions – among these, 
the curved and the angular (accentuating the car), the organic and the synthetic, 
and bold darks and lights that allow for a cohabitation of the extremes of mono-
chromatic shading. 

In this last regard there is something to be said, because the contrast of shades 
in the image seems insistently dramatic. The palm trees cast deep, dark shadows on 
the wall behind the car, while the car itself, in its angelic light garb, levitates out of 
the photo like an optometrist’s eye test. These active gradients append an element 
of surrealism and allure to an otherwise compositionally safe photo, an effect that 
echoes the contradictions of the subject matter, where abandonment and futility 
meet ownership. Just as well, to combine compositional balance and aesthetic dra-
ma may be analyzed as a gesture to cinematographic images. Despite the natural 
lighting and the inadvertent placement of the objects, these aesthetic cues make 
the photo seem staged and contrived, as if it were a glamorous advertisement for a 
luxury car. In this aesthetic framework, viewers see the car posed idyllically between 
two pacific palm trees, showing off its coastal coolness – a treat for any American 
who wants to be Californian. Such a fashionable reading, however, is met with irony 
by the covering of the car itself, and the overall physical wash of the scene: it wants 
to be stylish and marketable, but in effect it is, as assessed before, abandoned and 
desolate. Compositionally, as well, a close look at the horizontal line of the building 
reveals a slight tilt downward to the right, placing the photo off-kilter, and jeopar-
dizing a complete sense of compositional certainty. Here again, the photo is at odds 
with itself. 

Unlike this tension that seems to arise between aesthetics and contents, “Car 
accident” seems to marry the two, articulating rawness and sterility on both fronts. 
Indeed, Frank does not seem as concerned with the aesthetic considerations of shad-
ing and gradient in this accident scene; rather, he stylizes the photo in a way that 
more closely suggests the clinical documentary purposes of crime scene and police 
photography. In technical terms, the photo is overexposed – formally risky – for 
while it is compositionally confrontational and balanced like “Covered car,” it does 
not offer such a theatrical interplay of shadows and whites. If there is any drama, 
it is vested in the sheer monotony of the photo – the sterile and muted shades, like 
the cold snow whirling about. In this atmosphere, the covered form that centers the 
photo seems almost to disappear into the organic elements, evading the aesthetic 
glorification and flamboyance of the car. The covered form in “Car accident” does 
not ask for as much attention, being more conformed – camouflaged even – to the 
aesthetics of the scene itself. This, again, gestures to an earlier point about the way 

On Speaking Through Shrouds
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the shrouded objects occupy their photos, in which the car is at odds with the deso-
lation of its scene, and the victim is attuned with it. Aesthetically as well, “Covered 
car” is at war with itself, whereas “Car accident” is unanimous and final. 

If there is a resounding binary between this pairing, then, it may lie in the ex-
tent to which the focal object – the shrouded thing – harmonizes with the image as 
a whole. “Covered car” meets its scene with dissonance, creating an embattled iden-
tity. The shroud that drapes the car tells of something owned, prized, and private, 
but the vehicle itself is left amiss, in some dilapidated urban landscape that defies 
the West Coast vision of stardom and paradise, casting it into a chasm. The photo 
is composed in the sensational style of cinema, as if to advertise something novel, 
something desirable, but frustratingly the car evades notice – it hides in its private 
domain – and is still undeniably reduced by its unfitting surroundings. As such, the 
photo contradicts itself. It places treasure against futility, ownership against aban-
donment, deep darks against strident whites, drama against the underwhelming, 
dreams against disposability. If it is a portrait of America, or an American amid The 
Americans, it is a character living two disparate lives of glamour and muteness, un-
able to accept the emptiness, and clinging desperately to its sense of refinery. 

Comparing this to the following photo, “Car accident” weds tragedy and 
harmony. The anonymous scene befits the unidentified victims and the cancelled 
onlookers; the composition is clinical and the gradients monotone; there is some-
thing raw, unfiltered, and willing to confess that is lacking in the multi-dimensional 
conflicts of “Covered car.” Here the portrait of America is more honest. It does not 
pretend or confuse with contradictory narrative and stylistic cues. By placing these 
photos together, then, Frank may be offering two different versions of America, in 
which the obscurity of “Covered car” articulates the clarity – the reality – of “Car 
accident.” In this sense “Car accident” may be a composite sketch of a more prev-
alent reality in America, whereas “Covered car” reserves itself to the duplicitous, 
sensational world of the Dream. Even in being attained, the Dream is never fulfilled 
– the car still occupies an empty scene – and so the narrative of ownership is left 
corrupted and disenfranchised. Another consideration may be sought in the transfer 
from one image to the next, in which the coveted and the prized ultimately reduce 
to the unsightly and the tragic. There may be an allegory in the woodwork here, 
chronicling across two photos the transfer of the American Dream from sexiness 
and allure to barrenness and loss, although, that sense of futility was always there 
– the viewer was just too distracted by the majesty of the car. The viewer may very 
well be the lady in the window from the first photo of the entire work – “Parade – 
Hoboken, New Jersey” – her face and sight obscured by a Dream, only to realize its 
emptiness too late. Frank may be arguing for the authenticity of the “too late” that 

Andrew Leahy
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marks “Car accident” – the undermining result of subscribing to a vacuous Dream, 
the synthetic “Covered car.” Perhaps Frank’s audience really does catch a glimpse of 
what lies beneath that shadowy underbelly.  

On Speaking Through Shrouds
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Abstract:

This paper delves into the impact of violence and militarism as 
an omnipresent modern colonizing force. The focus is on mar-
ginalized groups, such as women and indigenous people, and the 
environment. Bringing in scholarly voices, such as Cuomo and 
Fanon, this paper works to unpack the contemporary understand-
ing of colonialism and militarism. Just War Theory is inherently 
important to these concepts in recognizing that this kind of vio-
lence cannot fit under this theory and should never be considered 
just, due to the lost implications of femininity and masculinity 
on militarism. The presence of militarism is colonizing the agency 
of another people. There is a tension presented here on the best 
way to decolonize from this omnipresent war and if the use of 
violence is necessary. Examples of indigenous people fighting this 
omnipresence nonviolently, such as the Dakota Access Pipeline 
protests, are used as an argument against violence and for peace 
politics. The paper concludes that a re-understanding of milita-
rism is essential for the decolonization of militarism on the lives of 
humans and nonhumans on a global scale, and for sovereignty to 
be granted to these groups.

The Omnipresent Modern 
Colonizer

Rachel Szachara
Class of 2019

Chicago Style

Political Science
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Colonization is present in nations and communities on a global scale. The 
impact of colonialism involves degrading a people, going so far as to insist that they 
are not civilized or developed enough to politically or economically control them-
selves. The same idea can be applied to Chris Cuomo’s presentation of the effects of 
everyday militarism on women and the environment. The omnipresence of violence 
functions as a colonizer of humans and nonhumans  daily, but is not universally 
understood as war because weapons are not in use. In comparing  these ideas with 
Frantz Fanon’s conception of decolonization, one can begin to unpack and under-
stand the direct action that is necessary in this situation. Fanon argues, to Cuomo’s 
disagreement, that this is inherently violent. Whether this action is committed in a 
violent or  nonviolent manner, the decolonization of women and the environment 
from militarism is not possible without an act of direct action. 

In “War is Not Just an Event: Reflection on the Significance of Everyday Vio-
lence,” Chris Cuomo presents the idea of how the omnipresence of the military and 
violence functions as  an oppressing force on both women and the environment. In 
this paper, I will focus, in an attempt to be succinct, the ideas Cuomo presents about 
women, but her points about militaristic abuse of the environment should not be 
forgotten. She disputes the Just War Theory which lays out specific regulations that 
allow the event of war to occur in a just manner.1 Just War Theory, Cuomo (1996) 
explains, declares war as a specific, contained event, whereas in reality militarism 
and war is present in everyday actions and ordinary lives. Just War Theory “cannot 
bring to light the ways in which the politics of military bases are related to waging 
war, how militarism constructs masculinity and femininity, or how international 
politics are shaped by the microcosmic impacts of military bases.”2 War is present 
in everyday lives. It is an influencer even when weapons are not actively being used. 
It is the emphasis on the shaping of identity that Cuomo focuses on most. The 
presence of militarism, and the idea that masculinity creates an ownership over the 
existence of women, leaves women unable to construct an identity for themselves, 
taking away their sovereignty and agency as individuals and a collective.3

What Cuomo is presenting is an interesting case of colonialism, not enacted 
by a people on another people, but by the presence of an idea on the agency of 
another people. This closely fits with Frantz Fanon’s understanding of colonization 
in The Wretched of the Earth. Fanon states colonization as “exploitation of the native 

1 Cuomo, Chris. “War Is Not Just an Event: Reflections on the Significance of Everyday Violence.” 
Hypatia, vol. 11, no. 4, 1996. 
2 Cuomo, Chris. “War Is Not Just an Event: Reflections on the Significance of Everyday Violence.” 
Hypatia, vol. 11, no. 4, 1996: 38.
3 Ibid.

Rachel Szachara
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by the settler”4 — in this case the native being women and the environment, the 
settler being the omnipresence of militarism. He continues, “it is the settler who has 
brought the native into existence and perpetuates his existence. The settler owns the 
fact of his very existence, that is to say, his property, to the colonial system.”5 By this 
same logic, women and the environment are property to the idea of militarization. 

The implications of Fanon’s understanding of colonialism, for Cuomo, are 
vast and create a world of oppression and inequality. For women, this colonized ex-
istence resists the idea of permitting women to become leaders, and propagates “rac-
ist, nationalist, and colonialist conceptions of femininity.”6 Militarization permits 
“the ways in which local and global sexual 6 politics shape and are shaped through 
the constant presence of thousands of military bases worldwide — in the symbol 
of the soldier, the introduction of foreign conceptions of masculinity and feminin-
ity, the reproduction of family structures on military bases, and through systems 
of prostitution that universally coexist besides military bases.”7 These methods in 
which militarization shapes politics exemplify how the omnipresence of militarism 
creates a system of injustice and abuse for women worldwide. The omnipresence of 
militarism acts as a complete dominator, commander, and colonizer all of the time 
and does not stop, even when the event of war is over. Cuomo (1996) rejects the 
Just War Theory notion, that a time of not using weapons is a time of peace, for 
the idea of the military is always present and always causing destruction. Cuomo’s 
understanding of war closely aligns with Fanon’s understanding of the colonizer as 
constant and consistently shaping identity. 

Cuomo and Fanon begin to separate when examining the ways in which de-
colonization occurs. Both distinguish decolonization as direct action against the col-
onizer, but Fanon recognizes decolonization as inherently violent, whereas Cuomo 
believes non-violent processes can be as, if not more, effective. For Fanon, violence 
is a necessary response to the brutality of the colonizer. There must be an equalizing 
struggle between the two groups for one to come out victorious. He states that “the 
mobilization of the masses, when it arises out of the war of liberation, introduces 
into each man’s consciousness the idea of a common cause, of a national destiny, and 
of a collective history.”8 Not only does the act of a violent decolonization bind the 
colonized together and give agency to a group of people who had once lost it, but it 
allows for a re-identification of the colonized by the colonized. It strips the native of 

4 Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. New York, NY: Grove Press, 1963: 36. 
5 Ibid., 36. 
6 Cuomo, Chris. “War Is Not Just an Event: Reflections on the Significance of Everyday Violence.” 
Hypatia, vol. 11, no. 4, 1996: 37.
7 Ibid., 37.
8 Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. New York, NY: Grove Press, 1963: 93. 
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the title of “native,” allowing one to replace it with whatever title they see fit. This 
violent decolonization and 7 Ibid., 37. 8 Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. 
New York, NY: Grove Press, 1963: 93. resulting re-identification grants a power 
to each individual and to the people as a whole to identify themselves, as opposed 
to being under the identity and control of the colonizer. Fanon is not favoring or 
endorsing violence, but justifying it as necessary in the struggle of decolonization.

When Fanon’s rationalization is applied to the idea of militarism, it creates a 
cycle of combating violence with more violence. Cuomo argues, instead that nonvi-
olent protests are able to work in decolonial uprisings. In her essay, Cuomo (1996) 
is calling for a re-understanding of war as a presence and not an event. She believes 
that a recognition of an omnipresent military will lead to a more effective feminism 
and retaliation against war.9 This recognition is necessary because if one does not 
correctly understand when war is happening and the implications of this, one can-
not accurately fight for peace. In Fanon’s understanding of decolonization, the idea 
of violence becomes an diagnosing feature of the rebel. For Cuomo, it is important 
that the colonized, or the women in question, do not forgo their individual identi-
ties. Their identity should not be based in a hatred for their colonizer. 

In a lecture given on January 27, 2017 at Muhlenberg College, entitled 
“How notions and experiences of war and peace affect our conscience of gender 
and feminism,” Cuomo gave an example of a nonviolent protest that successfully 
combated the presence of war in an otherwise understood time of peace. In 2016, 
the construction of the controversial Dakota Access Pipeline began. This oil pipeline 
would span across over one thousand miles, including through sacred land of The 
Standing Sioux tribe. Many Native Americans began protesting the construction, 
soon to be joined by thousands supporters in an attempt to protect the land.10 This 
quickly 10 became a national phenomenon, labelled NoDAPL, gaining endless ad-
vocates online and in person. Protesters were quickly targeted by law enforcement, 
shot at with water cannons and rubber bullets, and many were arrested.11 Cuomo 
was present at many of these protests and described them as large masses of people 
coming together to protect a common good. She refers to this alternate to Fanon’s 
violent decolonization as peace politics. She understands peace politics as being able 
to recognize the omnipresence of military and seek out areas in which possibilities 
of peace making could become reality.12The protests to the Dakota Access Pipeline 

9 Cuomo, Chris. “War Is Not Just an Event: Reflections on the Significance of Everyday Violence.” 
Hypatia, vol. 11, no. 4, 1996.
10 Miller, Ryan. "How the Dakota Access pipeline battle unfolded." USA Today. December 2, 2016. 
Accessed November 19, 2017. https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2016/12/02/timeline-da-
kota-access-pipeline-and-protests/94800796/.
11 Ibid.
12 Cuomo, Chris. "How notions and experiences of war and peace affect our conscience of gender 
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were a specific kind of peace politics which retaliated against the omnipresence of 
war in the fossil fuel and oil industry. 

Cuomo is calling for a decolonization of militarism on the lives of humans 
and nonhumans on a global scale. In her lecture, she speaks to the idea of disre-
garding people’s differences in an attempt to find common ground. Like in the 
NoDAPL protests, marginalized people and allies supported one common cause in 
the name of peace. Cuomo’s wish is for more issues like the Dakota Access Pipeline 
to arise that all citizens can stand together on. In the end, the pipeline was rerouted 
to avoid the sacred land of The Standing Sioux.13 The peaceful, non-violent pro-
tests were one success out of many failures, and should be taken as an example of 
how peace politics can work under the right circumstances in an otherwise complex 
militarized society. While this is clearly not a complete decolonization of militarism, 
it is an example of a step in the right direction. Taken on a national or global scale, 
for Cuomo, peace politics will work to establish a common ground which all can 
non-violently stand upon to create a call for decolonization. 

Both Cuomo and Fanon are calling for direct action against the colonizer. 
While it remains disputed whether violent or nonviolent action is most effective, 
the idea of action is emphasized in both interpretations. Using the labels established 
by Fanon of colonized and colonizer creates a sense of urgency and concern around 
Cuomo’s ideas. The omnipresence of the military should no longer be a deciding 
force in the agency of women. Women, like the “native,” should be granted the 
sovereignty to create and live their own identities. For Cuomo, this is only possible 
through a re-understanding of militarism. Whether violent or nonviolent, the de-
colonization of women from militarism is only possible if war is understood not as 
a contained event but as a presence in everyday life. 

and feminism." Lecture, Muhlenberg College, Allentown, January 27, 2017. 
13 Miller, Ryan. "How the Dakota Access pipeline battle unfolded." USA Today. December 2, 2016. 
Accessed November 19, 2017. https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2016/12/02/timeline-da-
kota-access-pipeline-and-protests/94800796/
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Abstract:

Previous research has found that bilingualism attributes speakers 
with cognitive flexibility as well as neuronal efficiency. This study 
sought to delve deeper into this topic in order to understand more 
about how such an advantage is acquired as well as how it shows 
up physically in terms of the brain structures involved in the pro-
cess. Additionally, it was hypothesized that there are changes in 
neuronal connectivities due to the increased use of code switching. 
Several studies were found that supported this claim, proposing 
that the similarities between code switching and task switching 
were the reason for improved proficiency. Future research should 
include whether there is an improvement in task switching due to 
language switching in a dual-task paradigm setting.

The Cognitive Advantage of 
Bilingualism
Michelle Rajan

Class of 2021

Journal of Neuroscience Citation Style

Neuroscience



18 Michelle Rajan

The concept of bilingualism transcends the idea of merely speaking in 
tongues. A bilingual speaker falls on a continuum that blends characteristics be-
tween the various categories with which a speaker can identify. Regardless of this 
specification, the processing necessary for acquiring and maintaining a second lan-
guage lends itself to a certain cognitive advantage. Thus, bilingualism affects neural 
structures and connections, specifically a person’s cognitive functions (such as their 
ability to switch between languages without random errors), in a manner similar to 
task switching. Therefore, we see advantages in terms of cognitive flexibility, which 
ultimately elicits changes in neurofunctional connectivities. 

1.1 Types of Bilinguals
Before delving into its effects, we must discover more about the meaning of 

bilingualism. As mentioned previously, such a distinction does not fall into a range 
of discrete categories but, rather, a continuum. Therefore, there are several questions 
one must consider before classifying someone as bilingual or not: should bilingual-
ism be measured in a person’s proficiency in both languages, does self-perception 
hold weight in this categorization process, and can bilingualism vary in degree over 
time and across circumstances (Wei, 2000). These questions lead to a myriad of 
answers since we must take each person’s circumstances into consideration. Li Wei’s 
collection of studies, The Bilingualism Reader (2000), provides over twenty varieties 
of multi-language speakers: ascendant bilingual, dominant bilingual, early bilingual, 
and more. The other dimensions may not be as likely to encounter since they are 
rooted in subjectivity, such as a covert bilingual, who conceals their other language. 
An early bilingual is easier to define: someone who acquired their second language 
earlier in life. An ascendant bilingual is one whose increased use of a second lan-
guage increases their capability in it. Finally, a dominant bilingual alludes to a speak-
er who uses one language more dominantly than the other; they may even use that 
one language more often than the other. In its most primary sense, a bilingual is 
someone that can speak two languages, but we can extend this term to include even 
multilinguals with varying proficiency in three or four languages. 

1.2 Second Language Acquisition
    In countries like India, different languages take root in such close prox-

imity to each other that crossing the state border also means crossing a language 
border. Despite this variety from one state or another, in my experience, the average 
Indian does not lose touch with their native tongue—many are actually unaware 
of their own bilingualism and/or multilingualism. Due to the similarities between 
languages that reside in the same general area, often times an Indian need not learn 
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the second language since its first and second are mutually intelligible. Also, when 
switching from their native tongue to Hindi, most do not see it as a switch from one 
language to another but, rather, a switch from colloquial speaking to a more formal 
style (Grosjean, 1982). For example, someone from the state of Kerala may speak 
in Malayalam, her native tongue, with her family, but then address policemen in 
Hindi. This is most similar to a Spanish speaker’s natural switch from the tù form 
to the usted form. 

Even the United States is a hub of multiculturalism and bilingualism, despite 
arguments for homogeneity. Over the past two hundred years, waves of immigrants 
embedded themselves in the nation’s history and were expected to abandon their 
cultural ties and assimilate into “American” culture. Therefore, English appeared to 
be the primary language of the country. However, after closer examination in the 
1980 U.S. Census, of the 210 million people in the United States, about 25 million 
people reported that they speak another language at home, making the country a 
kind of hub for multilingualism (Homel, Palij, & Aaronson, 2014). India, the U.S., 
and other similar linguistic environments lend themselves to easier second language 
acquisition. 

The proximity of multiple languages is only one of the many factors that af-
fect second language acquisition. Kenji Hakuta, in Childhood Bilingualism: Aspects 
of Linguistic, Cognitive, and Social Development (1987), outlines these factors as 
cognitive maturity, the similarity between the first and second languages’ linguistic 
structures, the process of switching from the first to the second language, and age 
effects. This is of importance when considering the genetic law of cultural develop-
ment, wherein every function that contributes to this appears twice in a child’s life: 
first through the interpsychological, or between people, and next the intrapsycho-
logical, or within oneself. Therefore, in the transition from childhood to adulthood, 
the individual learns reconstructive change in terms of linguistics through dialogic 
interaction with others. Individuals employ negative feedback in order to attain the 
correct linguistic structures. This means that error correction plays a central role in 
language learning, which others mediate in a zone of proximal development, thus 
modifying the learner’s interlanguage systems (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994). I would 
also argue that code switching becomes more prominent in this situation as well. 

2. Code switching
Simply put, code switching entails the alternate use of one or more languag-

es. This does not mean weakness in one language or the other but, rather, hints at 
more enhanced biological skills. It can occur in a variety of situations. One case 
would be bilinguals speaking to other bilinguals in a community wherein individ-
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uals switch between codes similar to a monolinguistic norm. In another scenario, 
bilinguals may live in an environment that normalizes multilingualism. 

Code switching does not mean that speakers are operating in one mode or 
the other, though, as shown in the base language issue and the rules-and-exceptions 
issue. First, the base language issue postulates the presence of a ‘base’ language and 
‘donor’ language. For example, some bilinguals in the U.S. may claim to speak 
“Spanglish” or the blend of Spanish and English. It may appear as though such a 
speaker primarily operates in a ‘Spanish mode,” making Spanish her ‘base’ language 
and English her ‘donor’ language. However, we must apply a more flexible frame-
work, such as that the speaker may relax the barriers between the two languages at 
specific levels (maybe, in one case, only the phonological level) rather than viewing 
in such a way that implies a switch from one pre-set frame to the other (Milroy 
& Muysken, 1995). Next, the rules-and-exceptions issue brings closer attention to 
the speech patterns that arise amongst communities that frequently code switch. 
Can we deem the linguistic regularities in a group’s code switching as the rules of 
their language?  And if no pattern is ascertained, are they considered the exception?  
Asking these questions only presents answers that revert back to the base language 
paradigm, which we must avoid. Trying to construct a “group average” purports 
the idea that there must be a general norm which bilingual speakers use as their 
base language when, in fact, code switching does not mean the switching from one 
preset to the other but, rather, the collapsing of specific linguistic barriers (Milroy 
& Muysken, 1995). These patterns do allow for further in-depth reasoning in the 
context of this topic, though. While they are not rules that ultimately set up a base 
language, they do allow for a kind of predictability to better understand the how 
and why behind code switching.

2.1 Code-switching patterns
Poplack (1980) proposes two constraints that are broad enough to include 

the majority of code switching instances but also restrictive enough to avoid non-
code switching events. First, the free morpheme constraint, where code switching 
can occur after any linguistic subunit in use provided that that subunit is not a 
bound morpheme. For example, “ek achcha idea,” which translates from Hindi to 
English as, “a good idea,” may be produced, but “eatiendo,” a blend of “eat,” from 
English, and “comiendo,” from Spanish, would not because “-iendo” is a bound 
morpheme. Next follows the equivalence constraint: code switching tends to occur 
if syntactic rules of both the first language (L1) and the second language (L2) are not 
broken in the process. An example of a violation would be the sentence “el man que 
came ayer wants John comprar a car nuevo,” which translates in English to mean 
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“the man who came yesterday wants John to buy a new car.”  The sentence employs 
the infinitive complementizer rule, which is found in English, but not in Spanish. 
Also, it states “a car nuevo,” placing the adjective after the noun, a Spanish rule not 
found in English. This breaks the equivalence constraint, thus making it an incom-
patible code switch. A more appropriate code switch would be “Tell Larry que se 
calle la boca,” which means “Tell Larry to shut up” in English. In this example, the 
code switch happens between major constituents; a far more reasonable pattern than 
breaking the equivalence constraint. 

3. Asymmetrical Switching Cost
As mentioned earlier, many assume that when switching, bilinguals must 

move from one language setting to another. However, both languages have been 
found to exist simultaneously while the speaker executes production. In fact, not 
only are they both present,they are actually activated in parallel. However, when 
it comes time to select for either language, competition arises. Despite this rapid 
change when code switching, bilinguals do not make random errors in language. 
This further prompts curiosity as to how selection occurs in bilinguals, as discussed 
in the 2008 article, “Language selection in bilingual speech: Evidence for inhibitory 
process.”  Kroll et. al (2008) use three behavioral tasks to study this further: the 
Stroop task, the mixing/switching of languages, and an exploitation of cross-lan-
guage similarities. In the first task, the participants were required to name pictures 
as well as translate them—with the implementation of a distractor. The second ap-
proach was the observers’ attempt to force the language mixing, thereby inhibiting 
the mechanism used in normal circumstances during selection processing. Finally, 
cognates were presented to the participants and the researchers investigated whether 
or not performance is similar when producing a word that is unique to one lan-
guage. These trials provided a hybrid model of two concepts that had been pitted 
against each other in the context of bilingualism: parallel activation but also compe-
tition for selection (Kroll, Bobb, Misra, & Guo, 2008). This phenomenon is what 
leads to the asymmetrical switching cost. 

3.1 Language cues and the weak-link hypothesis
We must consider languages cues in order to further understand the eventual 

cost. These cues can take on a variety of forms, but their purpose is to represent the 
intent of choosing one option over the other. In cases like this, it may seem apparent 
that one language is active while the other is inactive. However, despite the presence 
of language cues, they do not overcome the parallel activation of the two languages. 
As described in the previously stated article, “obvious cues to the target language 
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are not necessarily functional cues to language selection.”  This means that the lan-
guage-specific alternative cannot be the model used in representing the bilingualism 
selection process (Kroll, 2008). 

Another example brought up in the Kroll et. al (2008) paper is the weak-
link hypothesis. A monolingual has access to only one language, and thus uses that 
one language more often than a bilingual uses either of their two languages. This 
means that a bilingual’s languages may be less available to them in comparison to a 
monolingual: since a bilingual has more options to choose from, they do not have 
an immediate grasp on which to choose. This hints at negative priming, a process 
that will be explained later in the paper. The tip-of-the-tongue (TOT) experience 
was used to test this hypothesis and it was found that bilinguals experience TOTs 
more often than monolinguals. However, Kroll et. al (2008) discuss that this phe-
nomenon contradicts the cognitive benefits that have been clearly attributed to bi-
lingualism and thus weakens the argument for a selection-by-competition model of 
language selection.

The paper concludes with a point that hints at the asymmetrical switching 
cost: bilinguals negotiate the cross-language competition from the very beginning, 
which lends itself to their greater cognitive control. Therefore, cross-language acti-
vation must be present not only at the moment of planning but also a considerable 
amount of time into processing. These effects are prevalent in cases when proficien-
cy in the two languages is unbalanced, allowing L1 to influence performance while 
speaking in L2. Rather than avoiding this competition though, bilinguals learn to 
adapt. 

3.2 Negative priming
This process of adapting comes at a cost though, which has been repeatedly 

alluded to as the asymmetrical switching cost. Meuter & Allport (1999) present a 
study wherein participants must name numbers in either one of their languages, but 
without any idea of which language they will be prompted to use. This experiment 
explains the “asymmetry” part of the cost: participants had a harder time switching 
back into their L1. While it may seem like a surprise at first, the evidence mentioned 
from the previous articles further support this finding. For example, the Kroll et. al 
(2008) paper mentioned that bilinguals must adapt to this cross-linguistic compe-
tition, while still maintaining both languages in parallel. This kind of an experience 
would only be possible if inhibitory processes were at play in such a way that allows 
for one language to dominate the other, even if only momentarily. Therefore, L1 
responses grow to be slower than L2 ones because active inhibition of the stronger 
is required in order to name number in the weaker language, or L2. The effects of 
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this continue to have an influence in a process called negative priming of the L1. 
This kind of behavior cannot operate on a fixed ratio, though, even if that 

may seem like the obvious answer. Olson (2015) proposes that the cost has a de-
pendency on not only language dominance but also language context. The latter 
describes the continuum that which all bilinguals reside and was described earlier in 
the paper—a variety of definitions for a variety of bilinguals. A person’s placement 
on this continuum has an impact on their production and, thus, also their switch 
cost. “The gradient effect of context on language switching and lexical access in 
bilingual production” presents studies that are contrarian to prior research. In fact, 
it states that the asymmetrical switching cost is not consistent for all L1-dominant 
speakers. Context implies that a gradient is present and that the cost can vary for 
each individual, implying that speed and accuracy can be affected as well. 

3.3 Task Set Inertia model and carry-over hypothesis
    As stated earlier, the inhibition of L1 in order to produce L2 defines the 

process of negative priming. This observation could only be discovered through the 
Meuter & Allport (1999) article that connected language switching to task switch-
ing. The researchers based their methods on the Task Set Inertia model, and formed 
a hypothesis regarding these rules. This model details how the effects of the previous 
trial would affect the processing of the stimulus for the next task. After performing 
several trials, it was clear that the asymmetrical switching cost did follow the rules 
set forth by the Task Set Inertia model. 

    The article also mentioned the carry-over hypothesis, which implies that 
the difficulty of one task may carry over into, and delay the production of, the 
next task. This hypothesis bears similarity to the task set inertia standards, yet the 
difference lies in the duality between processing and performance. Task set inertia 
demonstrates a delay in processing, whereas carry-over has an effect on performance. 
This carry-over pattern was found while language switching as well, furthering the 
idea that language switching is comparable to task switching. Such an assumption 
underscores the ideas that bilingualism provides people with greater cognitive con-
trol, as one would expect in people who must function in a fashion similar to con-
stant task switching.

4. Brain structures involved in bilingualism
    When discussing concepts revolving around the processes integral to deci-

sion making, one would be remiss to neglect mentioning the relevant neural under-
pinnings. For example, the anterior cingulate cortex plays a major role in executive 
control functions. In the past, research regarding this area of the brain and its role 
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in bilingualism has found several connections. One such piece of evidence would be 
the Abutalebi et. al (2011) paper, which discovered how bilingualism not only can 
be associated with the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, but also tune the brain for 
greater conflict monitoring.

4.1 Anterior cingulate cortex
    Abutalebi et. al (2011) used a functional magnetic resonance imaging 

(fMRI) as their functional neuroimaging and a voxel-based morphometry as their 
structural neuroimaging, in order to further investigate the dorsal anterior cingulate 
cortex (ACC). Their findings show that bilinguals actually have greater control of 
this region in comparison with monolinguals while trying to resolve nonverbal con-
flicts. This was demonstrated through a presentation of conflict and observation of 
their behavior afterwards, showing that bilinguals used the ACC less and yet were 
able to better adapt to the situation. The paper also mentioned that there was a pos-
itive correlation between ACC brain activity and local gray matter (GM) volume, 
thus implying that long-term use of two languages has an impact on neocortical 
development. 

    This assertion then also brings up the case of neuroplasticity, which was 
also addressed in the Abutalebi (2011) paper. They found that early bilingualism 
actually drives neurofunctional plastic changes in the ACC, as a form of tuning, in-
duced through experience. In order to ensure that this area of the brain is common 
in language-switching tasks for both monolinguals and bilinguals, the researchers 
asked monolinguals to switch between two linguistic tasks while operating within 
one language. Bilateral activity of the dorsal ACC was found in both groups. Pre-
vious research has stated this region of the brain to also be responsible for conflict 
monitoring through its process of detecting interference while trying to perform a 
task goal. The paper demonstrates that it plays a similar role in language-switching.

    Fulfilling such a role for a long duration of time makes it almost a normal 
way of life for bilinguals. Therefore, as shown in “Bilingualism Tunes the Anteri-
or Cingulate Cortex for Conflict Monitoring,” there is a significant difference in 
strength of correlation between bilinguals and monolinguals when comparing the 
positive correlation between conflict effect activity and GM density of the ACC. 
Such data then alludes to possibility of adaptive change due to the presence of bi-
lingualism, as suggested in the paper. Also postulated by Abutalebi et. al (2011) was 
that as bilinguals were presented with more conflict, efficiency in solving the issue 
improved; monolinguals did not convey similar results. 

    There was extensive activity in the right ACC of monolinguals, which 
was not similar to the bilinguals’ brains (Abutalebi et al.). This furthers the claim 
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that bilinguals do not require as many neural resources while monitoring and re-
solving conflict. Therefore, there is a suggested effect of bilingualism on the brain, 
specifically the neural networks at play while resolving nonverbal conflict, or even 
interference. 

4.2 Middle temporal gyrus
    While in the process of L2 acquisition, brain structure plays a significant 

role. In fact, according to the Grant et. al (2015) article, “Second language lexical 
development and cognitive control: A longitudinal fMRI study,” cognitive control 
requires greater attention while analyzing initial L2 acquisition, and these findings 
present a better understanding of the lexical processing when utilizing a second 
language. It is during this process that greater decision-making is required, which 
was observed in the article. They found that, over time, there was a decrease in both 
lexical decision and semantic judgment reaction times, providing evidence for great-
er proficiency. This is where the middle temporal gyrus (MTG) was brought into 
question. As proficiency improves, activity in the MTG decreases, which furthers 
the support for a kind of neural tuning (Grant et al.). 

4.3 Functional connectivity changes
    Another way to understand a bilingual’s language processing is to change 

the strategy. For example, a suggestion would be to differentiate between conflict-fo-
cused processing and meaning-focused processing. The first method involves the 
middle frontal gyrus (MFG), inferior frontal gyrus (IFG), and medial frontal gyrus 
(MeFG). However, the strongest connections are between the MFG and other pre-
frontal cortex (PFC) areas, which shows that while undergoing the conflict-focused 
processing approach, this network is primary in activation of the target language.

    Meaning-focused processing requires a different pathway. The control net-
works lose strength, and connection to the ACC is even lost. Instead, the IFG gains 
a connection to the ACC and increases its influence on the MTG. The MTG thus 
gains more connections as well, which is consistent with findings from the Grant 
et. al (2015) paper. These changes depict a migration from conflict processing to 
a greater focus on meaning. This can be interpreted as a model for a functioning 
bilingual, an example of the balance between resolving conflict and deciphering 
meaning. 

    
5. Conclusion
    This paper sought out to break down the components of bilingualism in 

order to further the argument that it provides a cognitive advantage for the speaker. 
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Bilinguals are not of a single form but, rather, a variety, ranging from those who 
have a native-like proficiency in two languages to speakers who prefer to use their 
dominant language more often. In either case, an asymmetrical switching cost arises 
when in the process of code switching, which is similar to the task set inertia model 
of how the first task may delay the processing of the second task’s stimulus. The 
similarities between code switching and task switching thus purport the notion that 
bilinguals require greater cognitive control in order to manage parallel activation of 
both their languages as a normal aspect of their daily lives.

    These ideas are supported by fMRI and other brain scans that interpret cer-
tain areas of the brain to be integral to language processing. Much of these structures 
are also necessary for executive control, such as the anterior cingulate cortex. Re-
search pertaining to this matter also found decreased activity in the middle temporal 
gyrus, which acts as evidence of improved proficiency. Questions for future research 
should pertain to whether or not the way bilingualism almost tunes the brain for 
better performance in language tasks could also improve performance in tasks such 
as language processing and task switching simultaneously.

Michelle Rajan
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This essay discusses the implications of Sophia Grace and Rosie’s 
viral video of Nicki Minaj’s “Super Bass” and its aftermath as 
it relates to identity formation, gender norms, and consumer-
ism. This essay argues that “sharanting,” or parents’ overuse of 
sharing information about their children on social media, has 
the potential to negatively impact children because it strips them 
of the means to self-identify, placing labels on children before 
they have the chance to determine elements of their identity for 
themselves. Sophia Grace and Rosie are an extreme example of 
this, as their viral video turned the girls into items for profit and 
perpetuated gender stereotypes.

The “Sharented” Viral Video and 
Impacts on Identity 
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In 2011, Sophia Grace Brownlee and Rosie McClelland, ages 8 and 4 re-
spectively, appeared in a home video that would soon make them something of a 
cultural phenomenon. In a video Sophia Grace’s mother posted to YouTube, the 
cousins sang and danced to an enthusiastic rendition of Nicki Minaj’s hit song “Su-
per Bass,” skyrocketing the girls to fame; their viral video has gained over 53 million 
views since it was posted (Sophia Grace, 2011). Their internet popularity took them 
far, as it landed them a recurring spot on The Ellen Show, the opportunity to meet 
Nicki Minaj herself, their own film, and more. Because the video was posted by a 
parent, the children’s agency in taking their multi-layered identities into their own 
hands was replaced by a superficial image they came to be known for internationally, 
identifying the girls before they had the chance to identify themselves. The use of 
social media, such as YouTube, does hold the possibility for empowerment, giving a 
child the tools to construct their own image. However, “sharenting,” or, “the overuse 
of social media by parents who share content of their children” (Choi & Lewallen, 
2017, 144) eliminates much of this possibility. 

Media plays a large role in a child’s identity formation, and social media 
allows children to take a tactile role in the construction of their own image. Choi 
and Lewallen (2017) state, “Children begin to shape their identities at a very young 
age, and they do so by observing other people and what they see in the mass media” 
(145). A child living in a mediated world is influenced greatly by what they hear 
and see on television and elsewhere, as posited by social cognitive theory (Schei-
be, 2018, p. 62). As children age and become familiar with social media, media 
becomes personal to them, as they are able to take their identities into their own 
hands through the media they create. McCannon (2013) states, “The emerging new 
paradigms consider youth as protagonists who are capable of making decisions, ex-
ercising choices, and more important, as individuals who are active agents in pro-
moting democratic processes and civic engagement” (523). Social media, therefore, 
can potentially empower a young person to express their thoughts and engage with 
the world around them. As stated by Valkenburg and Piotrowski (2017), “The affor-
dances of social media provide users with an opportunity to experiment with forms 
of behavior that can influence their self-concept” (227). YouTube, in particular, the 
original medium of Sophia Grace and Rosie’s viral video, provides potential for this 
opportunity. Because the site allows its users to create videos on any topic which can 
be shared with the world, those who participate can put forward their own unique 
vision.

The quality of empowerment, however, is lessened if a parent’s choices of 
media posting on the child’s behalf precede the children’s own choices. Sophia Grace 
and Rosie’s parents’ decision to post the video, although they may not have known it 
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at the time, would serve to form a reputation for their children that these girls would 
conform to for the greater part of their childhood under the public eye. While one 
cannot make clear assumptions about the upbringing of these children, from their 
fame it can be inferred that their public identity eliminated certain possibilities to 
explore other means of identification, which “normal” kids (kids who are not child 
stars) do get to experience, and the children’s parents are in part to blame for this. 
When a parent shares information or images of their child on social media, they are 
playing a role in the identity formation of their child. Choi and Lewallen (2017) 
state: 

Before children develop their independent thinking and have their own 
social interactions, parents are the sole guardians who set the path for their   
children… Thus, when these children see their associations that are set by 
their parents, they might be less inclined to experiment outside of their 
established grounding (157). 

Parents who “sharent,” then, have a unique position in relation with their 
children’s use of media. While parents may see their own use of social media as a 
harmless act to display their children to family and friends, they must realize that 
they are leaving a mark on their child’s formation of identity that will not only 
impact them in the near future, but potentially, for life. Martin et. al (2018) state, 
“Each online post, image, or message is permanent and stored as a ‘digital footprint’ 
that can be retrieved years later by classmates, teachers, college admissions officers, 
future employers, or the general public” (215). Sophia Grace and Rosie have enor-
mous digital footprints as a result of their fame, branching farther than the girls 
themselves will ever be able to grasp. If later down the road, they decide that their 
previous image does not suit the identities they claim, they will likely have a difficult 
time shaking the reputation they have been given.

Parents, however, are not the only ones to blame for the potential nega-
tive consequences of social media use. Choi and Lewallen (2017) state, “Despite 
the notion that social media is the “people’s” media where people have the control 
and power to construct their image, it is important to realize social media can also 
sustain stereotypical representations that are set by media conglomerates” (158). 
The gender stereotypes surrounding Sophia Grace and Rosie are clear examples of 
this notion. In the original video, the girls are highly gendered, wearing tiaras and 
pink tutus, which is a continued theme for them which infiltrates into later media 
that grows past the social media sphere. When their video was picked up by the 
larger media industry, their “princess” personas were sold and used for selling, as 
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their online identities impacted the way they were portrayed on The Ellen Show. 
During their first appearance on The Ellen Show, Sophia Grace and Rosie appear 
in a segment in which they are treated to a shopping spree at Toys R Us by Ellen 
and Nicki Minaj, merging the gendered stereotypes present in their original video 
with the media’s saturation of commercialism. In what is clearly the “girl’s aisle,” the 
children are portrayed as vain and load their cart with pink, Barbies, and princesses, 
and drive through the store in a pink mini Cadillac (TheEllenShow, 2011). Sophia 
Grace and Rosie’s “girly girl” portrayal, therefore, is not only placing gendered ste-
reotypes at the forefront, but also using them to advertise and sell products in an 
example of product placement in the popular talk show. McChesney labels today’s 
media climate as “the age of hyper-commercialism” (cited in McCannon, 520), 
which is an accurate description of the pervasiveness of commercial culture which 
not only targets children, but uses them for profit. Then, due to the affordances of 
social media, these stereotypical representations move in a cycle, from the original 
content, to televised material, and then back online to YouTube where they can be 
shared and disseminated with other youth who form their identities in part based 
on what they see online. 

    Ultimately, while social media does have the capability to give a child agen-
cy, “sharenting” limits this type of parenting in a way which may impact the child 
negatively. The affordances of social media which allow the personal to become pub-
lic are complex in the ways they create a cycle of influence and creation, problema-
tized by the media industry and its focus on consumerism and stereotyped behavior.
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Abstract:

This paper seeks to analyze similarities and differences in the polit-
ical and public health responses to sexually-transmitted infections 
(STIs) between two American sub-populations—specifically men 
who have sex with men (MSM) and men in the armed forces. Ep-
idemics discussed in the paper include: the political response, or 
lack thereof, to the 1981 HIV/AIDS epidemic in comparison to 
historical responses to syphilis epidemics among World War I and 
II American soldiers. The interworking of various sociopolitical 
forces—including Victorian era sexual ethic codes—buttresses the 
policies and methods used to contain both the HIV and syphilis 
epidemics; however, systemic factors such as political homophobia 
has historically affected and contemporarily affects public health 
responses to STIs among Queer populations.
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Disease Characteristics
Human immunodeficiency virus, or HIV, is a lentivirus that attacks immune 

cells called CD-4 cells, a subtype of T cells. According to the Center for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC, 2018), HIV is spread through certain bodily fluids 
(blood, semen, pre-seminal fluid, rectal/vaginal fluids, and breast milk) coming in 
contact with a mucous membrane such as the rectum or vagina. This contact often 
occurs through unprotected sex or sharing needles/syringes during intravenous drug 
use, which introduces bodily fluids into damaged tissue or the bloodstream. The 
CDC (2018) asserts that the riskiest behavior regarding the transmission of HIV 
is anal sex. The human body is unable to get rid of HIV, meaning it is a chronic 
illness. HIV attacks the body’s T cells which assist in fighting infection, with less T 
cells the body becomes susceptible to other infections or infection-related cancers. 
Once HIV kills enough of the body’s T cells, they can no longer fight off infection 
and a person is said to have Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS), the 
final stage of the virus. 

There is no cure for HIV but with proper medical care the virus can be man-
aged with antiretroviral therapy, which can dramatically prolong lives (CDC, 2018). 
Contemporary prevention methods include pre-exposure Prophylaxis (PrEP), which 
is a pill that is taken every day by those who are at risk of contracting HIV. PrEP 
utilizes two medicines, tenofovir and emtricitabine, in order to prevent a permanent 
infection in an individual’s body that has already been exposed to HIV. PrEP has 
proven its efficacy since its introduction; San Francisco experienced a 50% decline 
of HIV diagnoses from 2012 to 2016 after PrEP was introduced (CNN, 2018).

Syphilis is a sexually-transmitted bacterial infection caused by a spirochete, 
a spiral-shaped bacterium, called Treponema pallidum. Syphilis is spread by direct 
contact with a syphilis core via vaginal, anal, or oral sex (CDC, 2017). After infec-
tion, sores may appear on or around the penis, vagina, mouth, lips, anus, and/or 
rectum. Transmission may also occur vertically from mother to unborn fetus. Syph-
ilis sores, called chancres, appear in the primary stage of syphilis; however, there are 
three additional stages of syphilis each associated with different signs and symptoms. 

Chancres heal during the secondary stage of syphilis, but individuals may 
experience a rash that covers the entire body, including the palms and feet, which 
is accompanied by wart-like sores in the mouth and genitals (Mayo Clinic, 2018). 
Other symptoms of the secondary stage include hair loss, muscle aches, fever, sore 
throat and swollen lymph nodes, all of which may disappear within a couple weeks 
or repeatedly come and return over the span of a year. Once the disease progresses 
past the secondary stage, it moves into the Latent stage in which it essentially be-
comes “hidden.” The Latent stage can last for years where signs and symptoms may 
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never return until the disease graduates into the Tertiary stage. Per the Mayo Clinic 
(2018), approximately 15 to 30 percent of individuals infected with syphilis who do 
not receive proper treatment develop complications known as tertiary syphilis. In 
this late stage, syphilis can damage the brain, nerves, eyes, heart, blood vessels, liv-
er, bones, and joints—causing meningitis, loss of pain and temperature sensations, 
stroke, and visual problems. 

Syphilis can only be cured with an intramuscular injection of penicillin. A 
single injection of long acting Benzathine penicillin G will cure primary, secondary, 
or early latent syphilis (CDC, 2018); however, three doses of long-acting Benzathine 
penicillin G at weekly intervals is recommended for those with late latent syphilis or 
latent syphilis of an unknown duration (CDC, 2018). Although this treatment will 
not repair the effects of the disease, it will kill the Treponema pallidum bacterium 
that causes syphilis and prevent further damage. Thus, early detection and treatment 
are imperative to prevent outbreaks and epidemics of syphilis.

Past Literature
There is a plethora of literature examining political homophobia and the 

HIV epidemic. Ruel and Campbell (2006) examine how the distribution of HIV/
AIDS cases in the United States increased homophobia over time. They found that 
AIDS incidence had a constant and negative affect on attitudes towards the civil 
rights of homosexuals across all time points—the pre-AIDS (before 1981), the early 
period (1981-1986), the diffusion period (1986-1991), and the incorporation pe-
riod (1991 and after). Morality variables in the study suggested that, compared to 
attitudes in the incorporation period (post 1991), individuals were 44 percent more 
likely to be intolerant towards the morality of homosexuality in the early period 
(1981-1986), and 77 percent more likely to be intolerant in the diffusing period 
(1986-1991), indicating a persistence of several forms of homosexual stigma years 
after the initial HIV outbreak. For each successive period, individuals living in states 
with no AIDS incidence also gradually became intolerant towards the morality of 
homosexuality—demonstrating a presence of homosexual stigma without the pres-
ence of HIV.

The Cultural Challenge of HIV/AIDS (Das & Horton, 2012) asserts that the 
power of science is responsible for significant strides in the AIDS response; however, 
it is simultaneously the “Achilles’ heel of HIV prevention and control.” The science 
of HIV contraction and treatment produces technical solutions to the epidemic, 
which belies the intricacies of social, cultural, and biological aspects of the disease. 
When discussing foundational social barriers experienced by men who have sex 
with men (MSM) with HIV, specifically homophobia, Altman et al. (2012) suggests 
that defining homophobia as all acts of violence, persecution, and discrimination 
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based on sexual and gender deviance might not be helpful. Although homophobia 
is an attitude held by an individual, this definition solely considers the individual 
and fails to explain that homophobia can be shared within cultures and executed 
through policy.

It is not solely the “dread of being in close quarters with homosexuals”—
the partial definition of homophobia described by psychologist George Weinberg 
(1972, p. 4)—that influences political and public health responses. There is a dis-
tinction between an individualized and a more systemic version of homophobia, 
known as political homophobia (Boellstorff, 2004). In countries like Indonesia, 
Tom Boellstorff (2004) argues that a particular form of political homophobia has 
manifested which consists of acts of violence directed against gay men who are 
seen as threatening “masculinist nationalism” (Altman et al., 2012, p. 439). This 
suggests that a homosexual identity is believed to be inimical to the maintenance of 
a national masculine identity. Like many countries, “the social opposition to same-
sex desire and its embeddedness in contemporary societies,” as stated by sociologist 
Barry Adam (1998, p.1), is rooted in American political homophobia as well.

Current literature thoroughly analyzes the developmental histories of HIV 
and syphilis policy, prevalence, treatment, and social determinants. Ruel & Camp-
bell (2006) analyze changes in attitude regarding the morality of homosexuality in 
the United States over decades. Altman et al. (2012) demystify the ways in which 
manifestations of global political homophobia, in Western and non-Western coun-
tries, affect HIV stigma and policy. Brandt (1988; 1988) provides an overview of the 
history of medical and public health responses to syphilis in 20th century United 
States and describes the significance of these approaches to the HIV/AIDS epi-
demic. Brandt (1988) also generates an explanation of four lessons learned from 
the history of sexually transmitted diseases, specifically syphilis, and puts them in 
conversation with the contemporaneous HIV/AIDS epidemic. Lastly, Emerson 
(1997) explains the challenges that sexually-transmitted infections posed to military 
personnel in their efforts to maintain a healthy force by reviewing past strategies 
used in the United States military, and how they influenced concurrent STD policy.

Both Brandt (1988; 1988) and Emerson (1997) barely, if at all, mention 
the role of queer sexual identity as part of their analysis—leaving Queerness as an 
afterthought. Additionally, although Ruel & Campbell (2006) centralize MSM, ho-
mophobia, and HIV in their article, they fail to directly compare the overlap and 
contrast between epidemic responses among heterosexual and queer populations. 
This paper intends to generate a direct comparison of the syphilis epidemic among 
America’s glorified heroes and the HIV epidemic among America’s seemingly ab-
errant homosexual male population. By elucidating past occurrences of the role of 
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political homophobia in disease response, this analysis differentiates from current 
literature by bringing queer sexual identity to the forefront of the discussion about 
infectious disease. This paper seeks to prove that political homophobia was a sig-
nificant factor in the delay and lack of urgency demonstrated by the United States 
to the HIV epidemic, and aims to do so via direct comparison to the way in which 
the United States endlessly attempted to control the ever-present syphilis epidemic 
in the armed forces.

The Influence of Victorian Era Sexual Codes on Disease Spread
The Victorian Era, spanning from 1837 to 1901, occurred during the reign 

of Queen Victoria of Great Britain. Victorian morality consists of sets of social rules 
regarding sexual practices, morality, and public openness about sex. This prudish 
and repressive code of morality condemned of any form of communication about 
sexuality and emotions, which eventually led civilians to use flowers to communi-
cate (Marsh, n.a.). Flowers were secretly used to send discrete messages of affec-
tion and love. During this sexually repressive era, individuals, especially upper- and 
middle-class women, were expected to refrain from engaging in premarital sexual 
relations in order to abide by the accepted standards of sexual conduct (Marsh, n.a.).

The Victorian era was preceded by the Regency Period (1811-1820) during 
the reign of King George III. During his reign, King George III was referred to as 
“Mad King George” because he suffered from mental illness, and was later deemed 
unfit to rule the Kingdom of Great Britain. In this period, sex was widespread 
throughout society, and so was syphilis (Marsh, n.a.). According to the Victoria 
and Albert Museum, the dissolute behavior of the Regency Period was replaced by 
Queen Victoria’s new order of puritan control. This new order was a method to 
enforce traditional gender norms and solidify a difference in behaviors between the 
upper-, middle-, and lower- classes. The Sexual Codes were especially enforced on 
upper- and middle-class women who were expected to refrain from all premarital 
relations (Marsh, n.a.). Implications of the shameful, punitive measures enforced 
during the Victorian era serve as the foundation to the general response to both the 
HIV and syphilis epidemics.

Syphilis & Social Disobedience 
In his article “AIDS in Historical Perspective: Four Lessons from the History 

of Sexually Transmitted Diseases” (1988), Brandt explains that STIs, or the anti-
quated phrase “venereal diseases,” posed a threat to the entire system of Victorian 
sexual and social codes, which emphasized the essentiality of discipline, restraint, 
and homogeneity. The emergence of syphilis, especially among non-married indi-
viduals, revealed a great deal of “social disobedience” within Victorian society. Since 
the sexual code held that only sex in marriage received social sanction, all other 
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sexual relations went unacknowledged, and therefore so did the diseases that came 
with participating in sexual risk factors. Besides the threat to celibacy, syphilis was 
also attributed to a changing social dynamic in human society, some of which had 
little to do with sex or sexual behaviors.

 Concerns about venereal disease and casual transmission in the Victorian 
era reflected an overwhelming fear of the “urban masses, the growth of cities, and the 
changing nature of familial relationships” (Brandt, 1988). Syphilis was thought to 
have the ability to be casually transmitted through everyday products such as pens, 
pencils, toothbrushes, towels and bedding, and even performing medical procedures 
on individuals with syphilis was thought to be a mode of transmission (Brandt, 
1988). Precautions were taken so seriously that the United States Navy removed 
doorknobs from their battleships during World War I, claiming that the fomite 
was a major source of infection (Brandt, 1988). These theories about transmission 
of syphilis and other sexually-transmitted infections reflected “cultural fears” of the 
ongoing events in contemporaneous society and culture (Brandt, 1988, p. 367).

 Syphilis generated a “disease-oriented xenophobia” in the early 20th cen-
tury which was partially directed towards immigrant populations (Brandt, 1988, 
p. 367). The late 19th to early 20th centuries were pivotal for United States immi-
gration. It was estimated that over 650,000 immigrants arrived on U.S. soil each 
year between 1885 and 1910 (Brandt, 1988). This surge of “foreigners” allowed for 
medical professionals and social critics to use them as scapegoats for the emerging 
syphilis epidemic. According to Howard Kelly (1906), a gynecologist at Johns Hop-
kins University, “the tide [of sexually-transmitted infections] has been raising owing 
to the inpouring of a large foreign population with lower ideals” (as cited in Brandt, 
1988, p. 376). Despite a myriad of discriminatory assertions, medical examinations 
performed at high-traffic immigration ports failed to suggest a high incidence of 
disease within new immigrant populations (Brandt, 1988). 

Spanning to another population, an additional notion posited that native, 
middle-class, Anglo-Saxon Americans contracted disease from immigrant prosti-
tutes within American cities. However, if immigrants during the late 19th and early 
20th centuries were not found to have high syphilis rates, but were thought to trans-
fer syphilis to Americans via prostitution interactions, how did the immigrants ini-
tially contract syphilis? Perhaps the answer to this question is “through their initial 
interactions with their clientele,” presumably American men. There was a clear lack 
of culpability expressed by Americans in which nativity status was one determinant 
of the distinction between syphilis and “syphilis of the innocent.” This distinction 
depended on how the infection was obtained and who deserved medical attention 
and sympathy. The notion of having an innocent infection was xenophobic, in that 
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it placed the culpability of the epidemic on those without American citizenship.
HIV & ‘Destruction of Familial Structure’
As previously expressed, burgeoning rates of sexually-transmitted infections 

were seen as indicators of the changing nature of familial relationships. This notion 
was shown to have carried through society, consciously or subconsciously, during 
the 1981 AIDS epidemic. HIV/AIDS was thought to have emerged through sex-
ually-deviant behaviors, particularly same-sex acts. Brandt (1988) argues that after 
making social strides during the Gay Liberation movement of the 1960s, AIDS 
generated a new homophobia, which was often seen as proof of the moral order, 
despite the fact that sexually-transmitted infections were not dependent on sexuality 
or specific sexual behaviors. 

Since HIV/AIDS initially emerged in homosexual male populations during 
the 1981 epidemic, it revealed the prevalence of sexually-stigmatized behaviors and 
threatened American masculinist nationalism. Because AIDS went unaddressed by 
the political administration during the initial outbreaks, it produced a public fear 
within American society that was coupled with the stigmatization of queer Ameri-
can males. Fear of HIV/AIDS was expressed through the ostracism of HIV-infected 
school children, the refusal of physicians to treat those with HIV, and job and hous-
ing discrimination experienced by HIV-infected individuals (Brandt, 1988). This 
systemic fear of HIV/AIDS  within societal institutions—education, housing, and 
even medicine—resulted in blame attributed to homosexual male populations due 
to the lack of public awareness. It was this ignorance within the general public that 
forged the creation of labels like “gay cancer” or “gay plague” for the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic.

1981 AIDS Epidemic
 The AIDS epidemic initially began in the United States in 1981. Physi-

cians were puzzled with this new, enigmatic virus as it permeated through popu-
lations of MSM and intravenous drug users. Incoming patients presented a wide 
range of symptoms including: fluctuating fever, cytomegalovirus infection, swollen 
lymph nodes and glands, and candidiasis—a yeast-like fungus that, for this epidem-
ic, grew inside the mouth, between the buttocks, and on the fingers (McKenna, 
2008). An alarming observation among patients in this emerging epidemic was that 
one particular class of white blood cell, T-Lymphocytes, was much lower than the 
recommended average levels. However, there were no indications as to why levels of 
T-Lymphocytes were decreasing. Infected individuals generally were not elderly, did 
not have cancer or undergo chemotherapy, did not have organ transplants, and did 
not have an inherited immune deficiency (McKenna, 2008). After a patient experi-
encing such symptoms was readmitted to the hospital with difficulty breathing, Dr. 
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Robert Wolf, a medical resident at the University of California – Los Angeles School 
of Medicine, ordered a chest x-ray and a bronchoscopy, a viewing of the airways 
through a flexible tube that lets its operator bring up specimens from deep within 
the lungs (McKenna, 2008). The results from these tests would perplex the medical 
community. This patient, a thirty-three-year-old man named Michael, had lungs 
filled with millions of Pneumocystis carinii, a microscopic protozoan that attacked 
cancer patients and organ transplant recipients. This extremely rare condition called 
Pneumocystis appeared in individuals with immune systems that virtually ceased to 
function. 

 This emerging disease that presented an array of complications eventual-
ly was dubbed Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS) in July 1982. The 
virus that was found to cause AIDS, human immunodeficiency syndrome (HIV), 
was recognized in 1983. Despite these breakthrough discoveries, HIV/AIDS did 
not make cover stories and front-page news in mainstream American society un-
til July 1985 when famous American actor, Rock Hudson, died of AIDS (Shaw, 
1987). During this time, there were more than 12,000 AIDS cases and more than 
6,000 AIDS-related deaths (Shaw, 1987). Rarely does a new disease that causes 
over 6,000 deaths within a couple years not make major headlines. There was, and 
has been, persistent news coverage on outbreaks like the H1N1 flu pandemic, Eb-
ola outbreaks, and Zika outbreaks. These outbreaks, especially the latter two, affect 
marginalized populations regarding race and socioeconomic status; however, they 
persist within media outlets, even if they are not concurring on domestic soil, in 
the case of Ebola. The HIV/AIDS outbreak initially occurred in a marginalized 
population as well; however, this group was marginalized by sexuality. Since viruses 
like H1N1, Ebola, and Zika are communicable to anyone regardless of sexuality, 
race, or geographic location, the perceived risk of these diseases is greater because it 
is able to reach virtually any civilian in a population. HIV/AIDS was perceived to 
only infect homosexual male populations, which decreased the perceived risk of the 
general public and allowed political administrations to remain silent, since, in their 
belief, HIV/AIDS could only affect stigmatized sexual minorities as opposed to the 
whole population.

 Political homophobia within the United States was made apparent by 
President Ronald Reagan and his administration in the beginning years of the HIV/
AIDS epidemic. Political homophobia also made its way into federal health insti-
tutions, such as the Center for Disease Control and Prevention. The first article 
regarding AIDS, before it was recognized as AIDS, was written about five young, 
homosexual men who were treated for Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia at three 
different hospitals in Los Angeles, California (McKenna, 2008). The paper was not 
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able to be submitted to the New England Journal of Medicine due to the journal’s 
strict guidelines, including a three-month article review process. However, due to 
the exigent demands of the epidemic, the article was set to be published in the Mor-
bidity and Mortality Weekly Report (MMWR), the weekly bulletin published by 
the CDC. The authors, Dr. Michael S. Gottlieb and Dr. Wayne X. Shandera, titled 
the paper “Pneumocystis Pneumonia in Homosexual Men—Los Angeles,” but an 
edited version of the paper was published in the MMWR. Upon its publication, 
the article’s title was shortened to “Pneumocystis Pneumonia—Los Angeles” and it 
was printed on pages two and three of the MMWR booklet, not on the cover page 
(McKenna, 2008). In Maryn McKenna’s Beating Back the Devil (2008), a book 
detailing historical accounts of international pandemics, McKenna explains that 
the words “homosexual men” were removed from the title due to an amalgamation 
of protectiveness, tact, and the uncertainty of the report staff regarding how much 
attention should be drawn to a problem that appeared to be afflicting only homo-
sexuals. As previously stated, the epidemic was deemed unimportant and unworthy 
of making cover pages of journals and media outlets because HIV/AIDS could only 
affect homosexuals—a population whose lives were not thought to be equivalent to 
those of heterosexuals.

 As thousands of Americans suffered with the complications of HIV/AIDS 
and eventually died, the CDC was not an outlier in the silence that it displayed to-
wards the victims of the epidemic. The person holding the highest office of the land, 
President Ronald Reagan, was unjustifiably silent about the HIV epidemic while 
serving his first term. An article from the HIV Prevention Resource Center (2014) 
stated that Reagan defenders would suggest that Reagan’s advisors deemphasized 
the degree of the epidemic, so Reagan never developed a sense of urgency; however, 
this would imply that Reagan was devoid of television or newspapers. Perhaps, this 
suggestion holds some truth as President Reagan did not publicly say “AIDS” until 
September 1985, months after HIV/AIDS entered mainstream network news due 
to the death actor Rock Hudson (Shaw, 1987). It is no coincidence that the U.S. 
media began to display a sense of urgency and the President of the United States fi-
nally addressed the issue of HIV/AIDS once an eminent, and supposedly “closeted,” 
gay figure contracted the disease and eventually died from it.

 The United States also demonstrated a dangerous lack of steadfastness in 
enacting AIDS policy that addressed the preventive methods being taken to alle-
viate the HIV epidemic. Dowsett (2003) explains how the United States did not 
codify National HIV/AIDS Strategies until the late 1990s, over a decade after AIDS 
was first recognized. The National HIV/AIDS strategy—first released by the United 
States on July 13, 2010— is a five-year plan that details the principles of the nation-
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al effort to guide the collective response to the HIV epidemic (U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, 2017). To put this timing in perspective, Austra-
lia renewed its fourth national HIV/AIDS strategy during this time in July 1999 
(Dowsett, 2003). Although national efforts were made to curtail the incidence of 
HIV during the epidemic, the urgency, or lack thereof, of the response is marked-
ly different to that of syphilis outbreaks in heterosexual populations, particularly 
American soldiers.

Syphilis in World War I & II Soldiers
Syphilis has caused disease in humans for centuries. In 1909, Nobel Laureate 

immunologist Paul Ehrlich made a breakthrough medical discovery by uncovering 
Salvarsan, or arsphenamine, as a cure for syphilis (mercury was principally used 
for syphilis treatment prior to this discovery) (Brandt, 1988). This substance, the 
606th arsenical, was referred to as the “magic bullet” for syphilis. After the discovery 
of Treponema pallidum by two German researchers, protozoologist Fritz Schaudin 
and syphilologist Erich Hoffmann, a diagnostic test for its presence was developed. 
This diagnostic test applied the complement-fixation reaction which involved the 
application of human blood to sheep blood corpuscles (Brandt, 1988). Despite its 
toxicity, extensive regimen for as long as two years, and its difficult administration, 
Salvarsan remained the treatment of choice for syphilis until the discovery of pen-
icillin in 1943. 

With this groundbreaking discovery, physicians and other healthcare pro-
fessionals considered it the dawn of the modern age of clinical medicine. However, 
as with any epidemic, solely addressing the germ theory of disease—the idea that 
specific diseases are caused by specific infectious microorganisms—is insufficient 
towards curtailing infectious disease incidence. Considering penicillin to be the 
“end all be all” of the syphilis epidemic does not acknowledge the social factors of 
the disease such as sexual risk behaviors and access to contraception. Due to this 
one-sided approach, penicillin failed to decrease the incidence of syphilis in Amer-
ican men in the armed forces. Unlike the HIV/AIDS epidemic, the United States 
endlessly attempted to address the syphilis epidemic via policies ranging from fines 
to quarantine practices (Emerson, 1997). Although the policies were unjust, their 
implementation display a tireless dedication put forth towards the syphilis epidemic 
in U.S. World War I and II soldiers. 

Many methods were implemented by the U.S. military to control the syphi-
lis epidemic, with some of the first approaches including financial penalties to those 
with infection (Emerson, 1997). A 1778 regulation established fines of $10 for 
officers and $4 for other enlisted soldiers that were diagnosed with a STI (Emerson, 
1997). In 1814, another regulation forced soldiers to pay for their treatment and 
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to lose their pay for each day absent from duty (Emerson, 1997). These laws, along 
with other similar regulations, were infrequently in effect until 1944, when the U.S. 
Congress repealed acts that made contracting STIs a punishable offence (Emerson, 
1997). Contemporaneously, the Subcommittee on Venereal Disease of the National 
Research Council and military statisticians suggested that these penalties were inef-
fective in decreasing the incidence of STIs among men in the military. The ineffec-
tiveness of these regulations may have partially been due to a lack of enforcement. 
Soldiers overseas only had their commanding officers to enforce new regulations, 
and it is difficult to be sure if officers actually pushed these new regulations on their 
men, or if they violated them alongside their comrades (Emerson, 1997).

A seemingly more effective approach was utilized during World War I, which 
entailed holding high-ranking commanding officers accountable for the incidence 
of STIs among their men. As a result of this punitive approach, some companies 
showed decreases in the rate of STIs up to 50% (Emerson, 1997). On one occasion, 
in only a single month, troops in the Philippines experienced a decrease from over 
1,000 per 1,000 soldiers diagnosed with a STI to 74 per 1,000. Emerson (1997) 
asserts that this decrease in the incidence of STIs was coupled with an increase in 
the incidence of underreported STIs. Similar to the Victorian Era, these regulations 
utilized shame as a means of punishment, and penalized individuals for their natu-
ral drive to think about and have sexual intercourse, but ultimately, shame was not 
powerful enough to diminish the natural human sexual drive.

Once the antiquated practice of using shame as a controlling tactic in disease 
control was lifted from men of the U.S. military, it was quickly placed on another 
population, rather than being completely abolished. The 1918 Chamberlain-Kahn 
Act posed legal restraints on those who were considered responsible for STIs, and 
established a “civilian quarantine and isolation fund” that derived from a federal 
venereal disease program (Brandt, 1988, p. 377; Emerson, 1997). As a result of 
this act, more than 20,000 women were quarantined during World War I with 
assistance from federal funding, and thousands more were imprisoned in facilities 
secured by guards and barbed wire (Brandt, 1988). Additionally, a total of 110 red-
light districts were closed during the war—including “Storyville” in New Orleans 
and “Barbary Coast” in San Francisco (Brandt, 1988). 

It may be argued that legislation, such as the 1918 Chamberlain-Kahn Act 
and similar laws, were enacted in the name of public health—reasoning that would 
attempt to justify the violation of the personal and civil liberties of contempora-
neous women and sex workers. However, such measures were disproportionately 
enforced on women. Although quarantining and imprisoning soldiers would drasti-
cally affect America’s war efforts and was less likely to occur, women were treated as 
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if they were the sole spreaders of STIs. It requires two individuals to engage in sexual 
intercourse for the transmission of a STI to occur, but the female party was deemed 
the culprit of this epidemic on a macro-political level. During this time period, 
such legislation implied that men were not seen as equally culpable for the syphilis 
epidemic, and therefore men ultimately did not experience the political injustices 
infringed upon women.

Implications of Queer Sexual Identity
 One of the primary differences between the HIV/AIDS and syphilis ep-

idemics is the amount of culpability and upon whom culpability was bestowed. 
Historically and contemporarily, HIV was and is associated with homosexuality. 
Despite its prevalence among intravenous drug users—heterosexual and homosexu-
al alike—and among heterosexuals in general, labels like “gay plague” and “rare ho-
mosexual cancer” were adamantly used to describe HIV/AIDS, which augmented 
the already established stigmatization of MSM. In contrast, early policy approaches 
directed towards men in the armed forces were 1) difficult to enforce and lacked 
standardized enforcement, and 2) falsely thought to be effective due to underreport-
ing within the military. These inefficient approaches led the United States to shift 
the culpability of the syphilis epidemic to women and female prostitutes. However, 
unlike American soldiers, women were not issued fines, but were quarantined and 
imprisoned. The United States failed to effectively hold heterosexual men in the 
military accountable for the syphilis epidemic in the ways that it did for Queer men 
during the HIV/AIDS epidemic.

 Although the topic of sexually-transmitted infections is generally taboo 
regardless of sexuality, there is increased social conflict when discussing Queer men. 
Queer men identify with stigmatized sexual identities and partake in stigmatized 
and, at the time, illegal sexual behaviors. Additionally, until recent years, Queer men 
could not legally marry one another, and thus their sexual practices have never been 
within the approved social sanction of marriage. In contrast, with heterosexual men 
and syphilis, the social conflict derived only from premarital sexual relations. The is-
sue of sexuality or the sexual behavior itself was never questioned with heterosexual 
men in the armed forces. The morality of the sexual act itself was criticized for both 
heterosexual sex with syphilis and homosexual sex with HIV/AIDS; however, the 
morality of sexual identity and the overall existence of Queer men was also widely 
denounced.

 This macro-level denouncement of Queerness, or political homophobia, 
permeated the United States administration as if it was a virus itself. Homophobia 
increases vulnerability within Queer populations and reduces access to essential ser-
vices (Altman et al. 2012). Altman et al. (2012) state that homophobia affects HIV 
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by driving discussion about MSM and Queerness underground, which is reflected 
in the absurdly late response towards the 1981 HIV/AIDS epidemic by President 
Ronald Reagan and the CDC-issued censure of the words “homosexual men” from 
the title of the very first AIDS article. This administrative-level silence and lack of 
urgency legitimized fear and prejudice within all societal institutions, principally 
the American political and health institutions. The way that sexual Queerness is 
viewed within the larger social context is reflected in American health institutions. 
This is problematic, as politicians and physicians should uphold equal care, devoid 
of social bias, for all Americans regardless of race, religion, socioeconomic status, 
or sexual and gender identity. Only in this way will the nation be able to devise 
efficient and humane health policy. 



46

References

Adam, B. D. (1998). Theorizing homophobia. Sexualities, 1(4), 1, 387-404.

Altman, D., Aggleton, P., Williams, M., Kong, T., Reddy, V., Harrad, D., ... & Parker, R. (2012). Men 
who have sex with men: stigma and discrimination. The Lancet, 380(9839), 439-445.

Avramova, N. (2018). PrEP can ‘significantly’ reduce HIV rates across populations, study says. CNN. 
Retrieved from: https://www.cnn.com/2018/10/17/health/hiv-reduction-men-prep-australia-intl-study/
index.html

Boellstorff, T. (2004). The emergence of political homophobia in Indonesia: Masculinity and national 
belonging. Ethnos, 69(4), 465-486.

Brandt, A. M. (1988). AIDS in historical perspective: four lessons from the history of sexually trans-
mitted diseases. American Journal of Public Health, 78(4), 367-371.

Brandt, A. M. (1988). The syphilis epidemic and its relation to AIDS. Science, 239(4838), 375-380.

Center for Disease Control and Prevention. (2018). About HIV/AIDS. Retrieved from: https://www.
cdc.gov/hiv/basics/whatishiv.html

Center for Disease Control and Prevention. (2018). HIV Transmission. Retrieved from: https://www.
cdc.gov/hiv/basics/transmission.html

Center for Disease Control and Prevention. (2018). Syphilis Treatment and Care. Retrieved from: 
https://www.cdc.gov/std/syphilis/treatment.htm

Das, P., & Horton, R. (2012). The cultural challenge of HIV/AIDS. The Lancet, 380(9839), 309-310.

Dowsett, G. W. (2003). HIV/AIDS and homophobia: Subtle hatreds, severe consequences and the 
question of origins. Culture Health & Sexuality, 5(2), 121-136.

Emerson, L. A. (1997). Sexually transmitted disease control in the armed forces, past and present. 
Military medicine, 162(2), 87-91.

Marsh, J. (n.a.). Sex & Sexuality in the 19th Century. Victoria and Albert Museum. Retrieved from: 
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/s/sex-and-sexuality-19th-century/

Mayo Clinic. (2019). Syphilis. Retrieved from: https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/syphi-
lis/symptoms-causes/syc-20351756

McKenna, M. (2008). Beating Back the Devil: On the Front Lines with the Disease Detectives of The 
Epidemic Intelligence Service. Simon and Schuster.

Ruel, E., & Campbell, R. T. (2006). Homophobia and HIV/AIDS: Attitude change in the face of an 
epidemic. Social Forces, 84(4), 21672178.

Amir Carter



47The Influence of Queerness on STI Response in US

Shaw, D. (1987). His Death Focused Attention on Disease: Hudson Brought AIDS Coverage Out 
of the Closet. Los Angeles Times. Retrieved from: http://articles.latimes.com/1987-12-21/news/mn-
20241_1_aids-epidemic

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2017). What is the National HIV/AIDS Strategy? 
Retrieved from: https://www.hiv.gov/federal-response/national-hiv-aids-strategy/overview 

Weinberg, G. H. (1972). Society and the healthy homosexual. Macmillan, 4.



Abstract:

Aberrant Inclinations:
Homoeroticism and Sadomasochism in Strange 

Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde

This paper analyzes Robert Louis Stevenson’s novel Strange Case of 
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde in conversation with an excerpt from the 
contemporaneous text The Memoirs of John Addington Symonds in 
order to explore homoerotic and sadomasochistic implications in 
the former text. In Stevenson’s novel, the respectable Dr. Jekyll re-
peatedly transforms himself into Mr. Hyde, his alter ego who acts 
upon numerous socially unacceptable desires. In The Memoirs of 
John Addington Symonds, Symonds reflects upon his own split 
identity—that between his socially acceptable Victorian lifestyle, 
and his closeted homosexuality. This paper uses The Memoirs as 
a lens through which to view Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 
Hyde. Due to Symonds’ status as a contemporary with Stevenson 
and the similar negotiations of identity in both texts, this paper 
argues that Dr. Jekyll’s transformations into Mr. Hyde may be a 
means through which to indulge in homosexual impulses. Fur-
thermore, this paper explores the constant negotiation of pleasure 
and pain in Jekyll’s transformations, which suggest an association 
between sadomasochism and homoeroticism. As both Jekyll and 
Hyde are ultimately destroyed, Stevenson seems to suggest that 
men who are attracted to men have no way to live successfully—
their destruction is guaranteed both by themselves and by the con-
fines of society.
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In Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Robert Louis Stevenson envisions 
a man who splits his identity in order to act on socially unacceptable desires. How-
ever, what these desires constitute is never fully articulated: numerous interpreta-
tions involving atavism, drug use, and violence can be seen in the text. One way to 
read the text is through the lens of homoeroticism: while homosexual desires could 
not be explicitly articulated in Victorian texts, Jekyll’s transformations can be seen 
as a mechanism to indulge in homoerotic acts. This is especially apparent when 
reading the text in conversation with a portion of The Memoirs of John Addington 
Symonds entitled “This Aberrant Inclination in Myself,” detailing Symonds’ expe-
riences grappling with same-sex desire in Victorian England. When read using this 
text as a lens, Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde becomes a text that is starkly 
anxious about how homosexuality is experienced and expressed, particularly in re-
lation to sadomasochism. 

John Addington Symonds reflects on his moral conflict stemming from his 
homosexuality in “This Aberrant Inclination in Myself.” Symonds writes, “The ag-
ony of this struggle between self-yielding to desire and love, and self-scourging by a 
trained discipline of analytic reflection, breaks his nerve” (Symonds 139). In other 
words, Symonds allowing himself to enjoy sex and physical affection with men is 
antithetical to rigorous self-analysis, leading him to feel intense shame. His descrip-
tion of his more analytical self is much harsher than that of his intimate self: while 
the words he uses in relation to his homosexuality are “self-yielding,” “desire,” and 
“love,” he describes his intellectual reflection as “self-scourging.” 

While “self-yielding” carries a softer connotation and implies Symonds al-
lowing himself to do what he pleases, “self-scourging” suggests that he vigorously 
criticizes himself for his sexual activity and orientation (to scourge means to whip). 
The implication of this binary, then, seems to be that he would rather “self-yield” 
than “self-scourge.” In this sense, Symonds suggests that he would enjoy freely hav-
ing sex (and possibly relationships) with other men without thinking about his 
actions, with his “trained” moral code being the only thing that prevents him from 
doing so. However, his apparent referral to self-flagellation in describing his inter-
nalized homophobia carries an additional sadomasochistic connotation. It seems 
significant that Symonds uses the term “self-scourging,” as opposed to a more gen-
eral term for criticism or punishment. The term “scourging” refers to an explicit 
act of inducing physical pain, with the whip serving as the instrument of pain—an 
object frequently associated with sadomasochistic sexual acts. From this perspective, 
Symonds’ self-punishment may be just as pleasurable as it is painful, suggesting a 
perceived interconnectedness between pleasure and pain. 

When transforming into Hyde, Henry Jekyll negotiates a similar binary be-

Aberrent Inclinations



50

tween pain and pleasure. He initially describes his transformations into Hyde with a 
sense of joy: he states he could “like a schoolboy, strip off these lendings and spring 
headlong into the sea of liberty” (Stevenson 52). Here, he refers to the social mores 
he practices as Henry Jekyll as merely borrowed attitudes, with his transformations 
into Hyde being the only things allowing him to do as he pleases without feeling so-
cial pressures to exercise restraint. He also associates Hyde with youth by comparing 
him to a “schoolboy”—Hyde is a newly formed identity, and possesses a similar curi-
osity towards the world and lack of social obligations as a child might. However, his 
usage of the term “schoolboy” also carries an immediate homoerotic connotation: 
boys at boarding schools in the Victorian era often had sexual relationships with one 
another, implying that the actions Hyde committed may be explicitly homosexual 
acts Jekyll would not permit himself to do normally. In this sense, a sharp parallel is 
drawn between Jekyll’s transformations and Symonds’ idea of “self-yielding”: Hyde 
becomes a mechanism for Jekyll to explore his sexual attraction to men without 
restraint, just as a schoolboy could. 

    If Jekyll’s transformations into Hyde are motivated by homosexual desire, 
and thereby anticipation of future sexual pleasure, it is significant to note that his 
transformations are described as extremely painful. The description of Jekyll’s first 
transformation is particularly notable in its vividness: “the most racking pangs suc-
ceeded: a grinding in the bones, deadly nausea, and a horror of the spirit that cannot 
be exceeded at the hour of birth or death” (50). Jekyll repeatedly uses superlative 
terms in this description: his collective side effects are classified as “the most racking 
pains,” while he suggests his nausea could lead to death, and he apparently experi-
ences the most extreme “horror” in his entire life (including his not-yet-experienced 
death). He is distinctly vague in his description of his “horror of the spirit,” not 
specifying whether the “spirit” is physical or emotional. Based on his previously 
described symptoms, I take it to be a combination of both: his physical pain is 
all-consuming, leading to a similarly overwhelming emotional turmoil. 

A similar connection between Stevenson and Symonds can be drawn here: 
just as Hyde can be read as a means to “self-yield,” the process of transformation can 
be read as an act of “self-scourging.” This relation is clearly less direct—one could 
argue that Jekyll’s criticisms of Hyde and eventual desire to rid himself of Hyde are 
more directly reminiscent of Symonds’ “self-scourging.” However, the transforma-
tion specifically relates to the act of scourging in its activeness and its infliction of 
pain upon Jekyll; in order to become Hyde, Jekyll chooses to put himself through 
excruciating physical, and, likely, emotional, pain. His resultant pleasure in being 
Hyde then carries a sadomasochistic connotation: the infliction of pain leads to 
immense sensual, possibly sexual, pleasure. 
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When viewed in relation to sadomasochism, these transformations become 
a profoundly liminal experience: just as “self-scourging” becomes a contested site 
of both pleasure and pain, Jekyll’s transformations necessitate both superlative pain 
and superlative pleasure. The implicit connection between pleasure and pain is then 
even stronger in Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde than in Symonds’ Memoirs: 
by suggesting the freedom of Hyde is not possible without the “racking pains” of 
transformation, Stevenson may suggest that acting on homosexual desire inherently 
involves pain, whether pleasurable or not.

In the early transformations, Jekyll acts as both the dominant and submissive 
party in his experience of pain: he both inflicts and receives the pain of transform-
ing. However, Hyde begins to involuntarily overtake Jekyll as his primary identity, 
thereby making Jekyll largely powerless and submissive to Hyde’s whims. Hyde be-
gins to take deliberate measures to commit destructive acts toward Jekyll: “scrawling 
in my own hand blasphemies on the pages of my books, burning the letters and de-
stroying the portrait of my father, and indeed, had it not been for his fear of death, 
he would long ago have ruined himself in order to involve me in the ruin” (61). 
The “blasphemies” in Jekyll’s books and potential self-destruction directly relate to 
Jekyll: defacing his books degrades his education and career, while self-destruction 
would literally kill Jekyll. However, the destruction of his father’s letters and portrait 
seem to be targeting a different aspect of his identity. Rather than actively damaging 
Jekyll, Hyde destroys all documentation involving the man serving as Jekyll’s first 
model for ideal masculinity. It seems that this is the most important act of destruc-
tion for Hyde, as he did not completely destroy Jekyll’s books and only commits 
suicide after Jekyll’s identity has completely dissipated. By destroying all evidence of 
Jekyll’s father in the process of overtaking his identity, Hyde positions himself as the 
dominant model of masculinity in Jekyll’s life. 

Hyde’s dominance suggests that “self-yielding” ultimately overtakes 
“self-scourging”: Jekyll’s base desires, in the form of Hyde, ultimately dominate his 
acquired decorum. The importance Hyde places on subverting masculine norms by 
destroying evidence of Jekyll’s father suggests that masculinity is the central compo-
nent of social presentation he loses in transformation. This frames homoeroticism 
as not only sexually motivated, but socially motivated: transforming into Hyde be-
comes both a means to fulfill sexual desires and upend traditional masculinity. It is 
important to note, however, that Jekyll no longer consents to Hyde’s actions – Jekyll 
views the destruction of his father’s portrait and letters as a personal affront. From 
this lens, Hyde has now outpaced Jekyll’s desires: rather than wishing for sexual 
fulfillment and social change, Jekyll only wished to fulfill his sexual desires within 
existing social frameworks. Hyde’s growing power then suggests that sexual indul-
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gence is an unstoppable force: by indulging himself once, Jekyll opened the door for 
changes in himself far beyond his expectations.

Ultimately, Hyde completely overtakes Jekyll, committing suicide soon after-
ward. Hyde completely claims his role as dominant, and then becomes a victim of 
himself. Suicide also figures into “This Aberrant Inclination” in myself: after setting 
up the binary between “self-yielding” and “self-scourging,” Symonds states that “the 
only exit for a soul thus plagued is suicide” (Symonds 139). In this sense, both Hyde 
and Jekyll have made their final exit, but maybe not in the way Symonds would 
expect. Symonds implies that the insoluble internal conflicts experienced by men 
attracted to other men lead to suicide. However, Stevenson seems to believe that this 
internal conflict is not inherently insoluble, but has one solution: that of self-yield-
ing to the point of self-destruction. After overtaking Jekyll’s identity and destroying 
his sense of social norms, Hyde commits suicide because of his fear of legal retri-
bution—suggesting that, while acting on homosexual impulses are destructive to 
the individual, the fabric of society still has greater power over individuals, such as 
Hyde. From this lens, Stevenson seems to suggest that men who are attracted to men 
have no way to live successfully—their destruction is guaranteed both by themselves 
and by the confines of society.
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Abstract:

The increase of tourism and foreign residency in Santa Teresa, 
Costa Rica has overwhelmed the waste management system for 
the Cóbano county. Nicoya Peninsula Waterkeeper is attempting 
to alleviate this issue by working with the Bionic thread compa-
ny to create a recycling program with free access. Residential and 
business surveys were taken during the week of April 20th,  2018 
to gain a greater understanding of possible barriers, interest and 
local demographics of potential recycling program participants. 
The objective of this study is to determine the best way to increase 
recycling engagement once the program is implemented. Focusing 
on the Theory of Planned Behavior, it can be hypothesized that 
subjective beliefs would have a stronger effect on those who feel 
strongly connected to their demographic group. Therefore, it is 
predicted that a member of a nationality group would be more 
likely to recycle if they believed that others within the group re-
cycled, and wanted them to do the same. However, the data pro-
vided a limited number of positive responses to “I believe others 
are not interested in the program,” which makes it challenging 
to determine the relationship between subjective norms and recy-
cling intention. Continuing with the Theory of Planned Behavior, 
other possible components at play are examined, such as attitude 
and perceived behavioral control. Past studies and literature are 
used to support the idea that perceived behavioral control is most 
influential in Santa Teresa. If future work can be focused on mak-
ing recycling logistically easier for people, it may be possible to 
increase recycling commitment. 
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 Santa Teresa lies on the tip of the Nicoya Peninsula and, until recently, 
was a relatively isolated and difficult to access fishing and farming town. The intro-
duction of improved road infrastructure, as well as its beautiful coastline, has been 
encouraging tourist visits (Population Concentration 2018). The increase of tour-
ism aligns well with the emphasized national tourism development in Costa Rica. 
Currently, 40% of revenue in Costa Rica is related to tourism (Little 2017). As a 
result of tourism and foreign residency, the nationalities of the 9,063 permanent 
residents represent an interesting mix of populations (see appendix). Fluctuating 
tourism contributes an additional 15,000 to temporary resident count (Population 
Concentration etc. 2018). The transformation in local industry now requires a 
stronger infrastructure and management system in Santa Teresa, but local munici-
pality lacks the interest and the skills to address these serious issues now facing the 
region (Fernandez and et. al 2018).
 Until recently, Santa Teresa has been using an open-air dump, located in 
the nearby town of Cóbano, to dispose of waste (Chavarria Pozuelo and Sanchez 
Guiterrez 2018). Complaints and concerns closed down the open-air dump in 
June, 2017. Now, the municipality pays up to $2,000 to transport a single truck 
by boat to the nearest landfill in Puntarenas (Chavarria Pozuelo and Sanchez Gui-
terrez 2018). According to the national law, la Gestion Integral de Residuos No. 
8839, the municipality is legally obligated to manage the waste system, which in-
cludes trash and recycling services (Little 2017). However, with the limited budget 
allocated for such management, collections are sporadic, unreliable, and limited 
in the scope of item acceptance. Because the waste management program is failing 
the community, recycling is far from being addressed. There are several entrepre-
neurs who collect recyclable items under the table without the necessary permits to 
do so (Chavarria Pozuelo and Sanchez Guiterrez 2018). However, residents have 
complained about the unreliability of these collectors. The Nicoya Peninsula Wa-
terkeeper, a local branch of the international organization, has introduced monthly 
community recycling collections, as well. 
 After championing the community effort for recycling, the Nicoya Penin-
sula Waterkeeper has begun planning for the creation of a new recycling center in 
Cóbano. In the past, Waterkeeper was hopeful that negotiations could be made 
with the municipality as a way to create a publically owned center. Unfortunately, 
the municipality was slow to accept the project, and was unable to deem the issue 
significant enough to warrant time or money. In 2016, Waterkeeper began to dis-
cuss the possibility of working with Bionic, a New York-based company that will 
invest in the recycling center in exchange for the plastic collected (Chavarria Po-
zuelo and Sanchez Guiterrez 2018). Bionic is a material engineering company that 
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accepts plastic removed from beaches and marine environments to fashion three 
different yarns with the capability of creating clothes, applications and polymer 
resin (Bionic 2018). The recycling program would be free to residents in Cóbano 
county (Chavarria Pozuelo and Sanchez Guiterrez 2018).
 Once the full funding is received in approximately two months, Nicoya 
Peninsula Waterkeeper will begin its process of implementing the recycling pro-
gram. Waterkeeper is hopeful that the recycling program will be successful and 
widely received. However, there are a variety of components that could increase or 
decrease participation in the town. Understanding these components is essential 
for realizing the full participation of residents in Santa Teresa.
 The Theory of Planned Behavior, theorized by Icek Ajzen, provides a 
comprehensive framework to better understand behaviors and different influencers 
of behavior (Botetzagias et al. 2015). One of the main components of influence 
mentioned within this theory is the influence of subjective norms. Norms, or 
normative beliefs, are the overarching category of beliefs that one person maintains 
(Schultz 2002). Subjective norms are the perception someone has about what a 
group wants them to do. Subjective norms have been found to be indicative of 
recycling behavior in several studies completed over the years (Schultz 2002). One 
study in Brazil surveyed local college students about their norms, as well as their 
intention to recycle and their current recycling practices. The results showed a sig-
nificant predictive ability of norms and recycling behavior (Bertoldo and Castro). 
Additionally, the strength of normative beliefs as a predictive measure increases 
when a person identifies strongly with the group (Schultz 2002). As Santa Teresa 
is a diverse community with varying nationalities and, therefore, mentalities, how 
could subjective norms influence participation in the recycling program? 
 The varied demographics of Santa Teresa were well represented in the 
survey selection. While more than half of the residents surveyed are Costa Rican, 
there is a large population of Nicaraguan immigrants, as well as a collection of 
smaller, but varied, nationalities (see appendix). These foreign groups may have 
fashioned tightly-knit communities within the town, which could make the sub-
jective norms more influential (Noorloos 2013, Barr et. al.). The research question 
for this study is: will participation in the recycling program in Santa Teresa be 
dependent on positive subjective norms from these differing nationality groups? 
The hypothesis of the study is that subjective norms will have an impact on each 
person within a group with the same nationalities. If this is the case, a group’s 
collective idea of recycling and how members should act can forecast the action of 
a group member. All results could be useful to the Nicoya Peninsula Waterkeeper 
organization as a way to increase and facilitate a higher percentage of participation. 
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Methods
 For this research, a group of students partnered with Nicoya Peninsula 
Waterkeeper to evaluate the current recycling practices and understanding in the 
Santa Teresa area. Together residential and business surveys were created in both 
English and Spanish . The residential survey had 22 questions, of which 19 were 
categorical and 10 were open answer. Requests for demographic information 
including gender, nationality, age and education were also included. The business 
survey had 23 questions with 18 categorical answer options and 17 open answer 
options. Surveys were taken in pairs on April 20th, 21st, 23rd, and 24th in Santa 
Teresa, Costa Rica. Residential surveys were taken around the main road, into 
Mal Pais, and up side roads. As these were all taken on foot, barriers, in terms of 
distance and fences, restricted some participation. Business surveyors remained on 
the main road through Santa Teresa and into Mal Pais. All surveyors were briefed 
on the recycling project during a meeting with Nicoya Peninsula Waterkeeper 
on April 20th, 2018. The business survey sample size is 37, while the sample size 
for the residential survey is 44. For this study, the responses for Question 3: Do 
you recycle, 13: Do you have interest in the recycling center, and question 14: Do you 
believe others would be interested in this recycling center, are most valuable. Each of 
these questions gave two options as answers: yes or no. After determining that the 
sample size did not possess a sufficient amount of “no” answers for question 14, 
the focus was turned to question 15: What problems or challenges would prevent you 
from participating in this program? Residents are defined as those who have lived in 
Santa Teresa for four months or more, and anyone not meeting that requirement 
was removed from the data set. Data analysis was completed on excel and support-
ed by literature studies and recent research studies. 

Results
 After completing the surveys in Santa Teresa, results provided an illustra-
tion of what components within the theory were most present. The results of this 
study revealed that of the 44 residents sample, 67% currently recycle and 43% do 
not recycle. Further dissemination showed that of those who identify as a recycler, 
96% are interested in the recycling program. Of those who do not identify as a 
recycler, 67% are interested in the recycling program (Figure 1). The purpose of 
this data is to determine if past action can predict future action.
 After answering yes or no to question 14: Are you interested in the recycling 
program, residents were asked question 15: What problems or challenges would 
prevent you from participating in this program, they were allowed to select from 0-6 
barriers.  Figure 3 shows the percentage of residents who selected x amount of bar-
riers (0-6) and whether or not they were interested in the recycling program. The 
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purpose of this was to determine if there was a correlation or relationship between 
the number of barriers selected by a resident and their willingness to participate. 

Figure 1. How many people currently recycle in the Santa Teresa area out of the 44 residents 
interviewed between April 20th, 21st, 23rd and 24th  in Santa Teresa, Costa Rica. The left 
pie chart is the breakdown of how many people who recycle are or are not interested in the 
recycling program. To the right is a pie chart with the breakdown of how many people who 
do not recycle are or are not interested in the recycling program.

Discussion
 While the results were not able to refute my hypothesis or deny the null 
hypothesis, additional relationships were found. In the study sample (n=44), only 
two participants believed others would not be interested in recycling. Therefore, it 
was not possible to complete a comprehensive test of the predictability of sub-
jective beliefs within each demographic grouping. As the hypotheses cannot be 
disproven, subjective norms may still be an indicator for recycling participation. If 
this is the case, time and energy should be spent on increasing the participation of 
groups, which would thereby increase individual participation.
 The two other components of the theory of planned behavior may also 
be influencers of recycling participation in Santa Teresa, and could determine 
recycling participation. Ajzen’s definition of the theory include attitudes, subjective 
norms and perceived behavioral control (Blum 2012,see appendix). Other pillars, 
such as moral norms, have been tested in place of the original three, although 
significance must be found for a change to be made (e.g. Boldero, 1995; Tonglet et 
al., 2004). 
 The component of attitudes reflect how favorable or unfavorable a person 
believes a behavior is. Attitudes can also be a mixture of a variety of influences, 
such as social pressures, moral ideas and past experiences (Botetzagias et al. 2015). 
This research did not directly test for attitudes toward recycling; however, it is 
reported that out of those who identify as recyclers, 96% are interested in the recy-
cling program and only 86% of those who do not recycle are interested in the pro-
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gram (Figure 1). Is it possible that the attitude toward recycling, as measured by 
past or current action, can predict participation in recycling? One study conducted 
in the UK found that there was a strong positive relationship between those who 
had a positive attitude about recycling and recycling engagement (Thomas and 
Sharp 2013). However, there have been several studies that have found that atti-
tudes do not predict recycling action sufficiently (McCarty and Shrum 1994). Barr 
et. al has also determined that attitude towards recycling has little effect, especially 
with external barriers removed and the process of recycling streamlined (Barr et. al. 
2010). A future in-depth study could be completed to determine if this correlation 
is significant. 
 Though there was a difference between recyclers and non recyclers in 
regards to interest in this program, an overall high interest in this recycling pro-
gram was found. This begs the question: was the absence of the recycling program 
keeping most people from recycling (Figure 1)? The third and final component 
of the Theory of Planned Behavior, can be instrumental in finding an answer 
to this question. Perceived behavioral control, or PBC, is the extent to which a 
person believes they have the means, time and knowledge to complete a behavior 
(Botetzagias et al. 2015). In this study, most people are interested in this recycling 
program, which supports the idea that perceived behavioral control has a large 
influence on the people in Santa Teresa. Figure 3 shows a possible relationship be-
tween this perceived behavioral control and participants’ willingness to participate 
in this recycling program. Of those who selected five or six barriers to involve-
ment, 88% of the participants were not interested in the recycling program.  This 
upholds the idea that those who see more challenges to engaging in a behavior are 
less likely to participate.
 The data also reflected an unusually high percentage of those not interest-
ed in this program who had selected zero barriers. There is a possibility that these 
participants are satisfied with their current recycling practices and therefore are not 
interested in a new program, or generally do not want to recycle, so the number of 
barriers does not matter. Or, those who are not interested in the program were not 
interested in the survey itself, and did not feel the need to select any barriers.  
Regardless, the relatively steady increase in percentage of uninterested participants 
over the step-wise increase of selected barriers, reflects a possible relationship be-
tween amount of possible barriers and interest in this recycling program. Further 
study can determine the validity of this. If this is the case, the recycling program is 
what is known as a situational predictor; it’s introduction influences people to en-
gage in the behavior of recycling (Nag 2005). If the introduction of the recycling 
program reflects such an increase in recycling, it may be valuable to look at other 
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possible barriers and to apply solutions. One example would be to ensure that 
pickups are accessible for all, or to provide all participants with recycling bins to 
use as temporary storage until pick up. 
 Question 15 asked for any problems or challenges that a resident could 
foresee in regards to participation in the recycling program. This categorical 
question provided several options (see appendix). The top two barriers reported 
were the lack of information about the program and lack of information about 
recycling. Without knowledge of the program and recycling, residents may have 
perceived that they were less in control of their behavioral choices. A list of 
twelve factors influencing recycling was recently created by international research 
(Troschinetz 2009). Of the twelve factors, the barriers mentioned in our survey 
were related to household education and household economics, which means 
that reduction of barriers for Santa Teresa recycling program should be household 
barriers (Troschinetz 2009). 
 The request for more information and education was quite prevalent 
within the resident survey responses. In the open-ended responses to question 16 
and 22, there were 18 mentions of information and 10 mentions of education. 
According to these responses, people are perceiving their biggest barrier to be edu-
cation. Environmental education has been a very important aspect of Costa Rican 
culture since the 1970’s, when it was introduced into schools (Blum 2012). The 
goal of this type of education is to provide everyone with the knowledge of how to 
improve the environment, which can be especially helpful for increasing envi-
ronmental action (Nag 2005). However, will increased education really increase 
participation in recycling in Santa Teresa? 
 McCarty and Shrum (1994) used their research to prove that education 
does improve participation. However, research completed in Peru found that edu-
cation, through informational pamphlets and meetings, were ineffective in increas-
ing participation. The same study found that providing residents with recycling 
bins was the only variable that increased recycling behavior significantly (Chong et 
al. 2013). Additionally, research conducted in the United States looked at all three 
predictive measures in the theory of planned behavior and found that perceived 
behavioral control indicated participation in energy saving tasks (Pals and Sing-
er 2015). Furthermore, Pals and Singer (2015) found that once people gained 
education, they were more willing to engage in energy saving activities because 
education had resolved issues in their perceived behavioral control. Therefore, it 
may be that increasing educational efforts in Santa Teresa would only be indirectly 
improving residents’ perceived behavioral control. 
 Though baseline information on recycling and the program are necessary, 
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more focus should be put on situational barriers, rather than increasing education-
al programs as a way to increase recycling participation in Santa Teresa. Education 
is important, but only up to a certain point, when it becomes necessary to take 
action (Nag 2005). The separation of waste is dependent on awareness, knowl-
edge, and equipment; without equipment, such as recycling bins and a recycling 
program, awareness and knowledge is useless (Guerrero et al. 2013). Nicoya Penin-
sula Waterkeeper should focus their attention and resources towards providing the 
necessary equipment to make the recycling program more easily accessible. Once 
this is done, it then might be important to address any educational gaps that may 
exist.

Conclusions
 While the hypothesis that demographic groups influence the recycling 
behavior of other group members could not be disproven, this research allowed 
for further discussion of the other components of the Theory of Planned Behav-
ior. There is a higher percentage of recyclers who are willing to participate in the 
recycling program in comparison to others who do not recycle, which makes it 
possible to use attitudes toward recycling to predict recycling behavior. 
Data also revealed that perceived behavioral control may be an important compo-
nent that exists within the town of Santa Teresa. The high levels of interest in the 
program from both non-recyclers and recyclers supports the idea that removing 
barriers to participation could increase participation. Many of the residents sur-
veyed believe that education is the largest barrier for recycling. However, literature 
and recent studies have shown that education is not as effective as the improve-
ment of the equipment or the process of a program. 
 Utilizing the Theory of Planned Behavior to determine the strongest 
influencers at play can be beneficial for increasing participation in this recycling 
project. As this study found perceived behavioral control to be the most impactful 
in stopping participants from engaging in the project, as evidenced by a higher 
predictive significance, it may be valuable to invest time and money on improving 
the logistics of the program. One possible solution is for the Nicoya Peninsula 
Waterkeeper to provide recycling bins to all participants, which was found to be 
extremely beneficial in Peru (Chong et al. 2013). Increasing resident participation 
in the recycling program can better support a movement toward improving other 
management practices and finally moving towards more effective, pro-environ-
mental behavior. 
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Figure 2. The demographic breakdown of the Santa Teresa area out of the 
44 residents interviewed between April 20th, 21st, 23rd and 24th.

Figure 1. How Recycling intention can be predicted as described in the Perceived 
Behavioral Control. (Botetzagias et al. 2015).

More information about program 46
More information about recycling 33
Time 23
Distance 18
No Storage 13
I am not interested 9
Other 5
Not organized 3
Others in the family are not interested 2
Bad solution 2

Table 1. The breakdown of barriers to involvement answered in categorical question 14 taken 
from 44 residential surveys collected in Santa Teresa April 20th, 21st, 23rd and 24th . Order 
in largest to smallest total number of times selected.
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Abstract:

This paper argues that BuzzFeed is strategic in presenting narra-
tives that reflect audience behavior rather than that of a typical 
news source. Using four outside texts written by media schol-
ars—Joshua Gamson’s Claims to Fame, Horton and Wohl’s “Mass 
Communication and Para-Social Interaction,” Matthew Whee-
lock Stahl’s “A Moment Like This: American Idol and Narratives 
of Meritocracy,” and Nicole Aschoff’s “Oprah Winfrey: One of 
the World’s Best Neoliberal Capitalist Thinkers”—this paper ana-
lyzes the trends and messages in three different BuzzFeed articles 
to demonstrate the ways in which BuzzFeed uses the role of an 
audience member in order to attract their own audience.
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 BuzzFeed is a widely used media company known for its coverage of trend-
ing news and ‘buzz.’ In addition to serving as an accessible platform for anyone with 
the Internet, BuzzFeed is also accessible in its content, with articles that are relatively 
short and easy to understand. Different BuzzFeed sections have varying formats, 
such as brief articles in BuzzFeed Celebrity, as opposed to more substantial articles 
in BuzzFeed News. In general, BuzzFeed allows people to consume media regardless 
of their education or availability (time, patience, etc.). Headlines often reveal the 
entire story in a single line, and with few words and plenty of graphics—commonly 
photographs or tweets from famous figures or the general public—articles can be 
easily skimmed. Most articles are highly opinionated and are written informally 
with popular slang. Headlines from BuzzFeed Celebrity this week include words 
such as “soooo,” “reallyyyy,” “OMG,” and “basically” (“Celebrity”). With this kind 
of language and non-authoritative opinions in most articles, BuzzFeed is an uncon-
ventional news source which often reads more like a personal blog or opinion site. 
In its representation of celebrity, BuzzFeed presents narratives that are characteristic 
of an audience response rather than a news source, which contributes to its popular-
ity as a media source among the general public.

    The perspectives in BuzzFeed articles about celebrities are consistent with 
Joshua Gamson’s audience typography. In chapter seven of his book Claims to Fame, 
he identifies five different types of celebrity-watching audiences: traditional, sec-
ond-order traditional, postmodernist, game player/gossiper, and game player/detec-
tive. At one end of the spectrum are the traditionals, with high belief in celebrities 
and low knowledge of celebrity production, “who believe that what they read is 
a realistic representation of the celebrity” (Gamson 148). At the other end of the 
spectrum are the postmodernists, with low belief in celebrities and high knowledge 
of production. These postmodernists are critical and even cynical, “opposing the 
possibility of arriving at truth as hopelessly naive, reading the celebrity text as a fic-
tional one” (Gamson 148). Many of BuzzFeed’s articles find themselves at either end 
or somewhere in between these two stances, such as the second-order traditional, 
who believes that the text is “layered but realistic,” and that merit can still be seen 
behind artifice (Gamson 146). 

Intriguingly, the role of the game player, while occasionally touched upon by 
BuzzFeed, seems to be more commonly associated with a platform such as TMZ or 
other gossip site. While elements of the game player appear on BuzzFeed, this posi-
tion is deemphasized in comparison to other audience roles, giving BuzzFeed a rep-
utation as more newsworthy and respectable than sites that are known only for these 
positions. This might be due to the fact that “most celebrity watchers fall between 
these two extremes [traditionalists and postmodernists]…actively traveling the axis 
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of belief and disbelief in their everyday celebrity-watching activities” (Gamson 149). 
BuzzFeed’s ability to navigate both ends of this spectrum, instead of limiting itself to 
one side, makes it representative of the general population and relatable to the aver-
age person. BuzzFeed’s navigation of this spectrum provides a balance of coverage, 
thereby satisfying people’s desire to believe in the authenticity of celebrities while 
still remaining skeptical of visible production and artifice. BuzzFeed weaves these 
opposing narratives throughout articles. 

    A recent BuzzFeed article titled “Kim Kardashian Said Kanye West Likes 
Trump But Doesn’t Know About His Politics” demonstrates the view of the believer. 
The article explains, “Kim Kardashian…addressed husband Kanye West’s contro-
versial pro-Trump antics, saying he’s a poor communicator who often gets mis-
construed” (Jones). Kardashian defended her husband as liking Trump’s personality 
but not knowing the politics, saying that West is “just fighting for free thought and 
freedom to like a person” (Jones). This short article ends by saying that Kardashian 
“hopes West will eventually be able to speak for himself in a way that won’t be 
misunderstood” (Jones). This article is classified as a BuzzFeed News article, but in 
addition to its short length and lack of information, the premise is biased. While 
the article centers around quotes from Kardashian and very little commentary from 
the author, only a single side is presented and this unbalanced coverage is not ques-
tioned. Characteristic of traditionals and believers, who “swallow only the simplest 
story and accept their admired as deserving of admiration,” Kardashian’s explana-
tion for West’s actions due to his apparent political ignorance is taken at face value 
(Gamson 147). Even though this is clearly a way of preserving West’s image, there 
is no acknowledgment of any artifice or public relations desires, and Kardashian’s 
defense is accepted as authentic.

    In addition to the perspective of the traditional fan, BuzzFeed also demon-
strates a different kind of belief in celebrity: the belief that audience members have 
a personal relationship with the celebrities. This view is separate from Gamson’s 
audience typography, but relies on the same belief in the authentic, natural merit 
of celebrities as the traditional does. The “illusion of face-to-face relationship…be-
tween spectator and performer” is known as a para-social relationship (Horton and 
Wohl 215). As described by Donald Horton and R. Richard Wohl, apparent inti-
macy between audience members and celebrities is cultivated through the portrayal 
of celebrities as talking directly to the audience and allowing audience members to 
participate. “Those who make up the audience are invited, by designed informal-
ity…to consider that they are involved in a face-to-face exchange rather than in 
passive observation” (Horton and Wohl 216). One of the most common ways of 
blurring the line between real life and performance entertainment is “for the persona 
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to treat his supporting cast as a group of close intimates” so that “the member of the 
audience…tends to believe that this fellowship includes him by extension” (Horton 
and Wohl 217). The BuzzFeed article “Ariana Grande Bought Her Friend A New 
Phone Because The Screen Was Cracked And Everyone’s Making The Same Joke” 
describes how Grande’s best friend Victoria Monét dropped her iPhone, so Grande 
bought her a new one. While this appears to have nothing to do with anyone except 
Grande and Monét, fans—as well as the BuzzFeed author—inserted themselves into 
the narrative. Fans all over the Internet began making the same joke that they would 
drop their phones around Grande so she would buy them a new one. Capturing 
the feeling of friendship with Grande, the article’s author writes, “Ariana proved 
that she’s the best friend we all need” (Henry). As explained by Horton and Wohl, 
para-social interactions operate so that fans identify with a celebrity’s friends and 
expect that the celebrity would treat them in the same way. This BuzzFeed article 
operates in the role of an audience member engaged in a parasocial relationship with 
Ariana Grande, while simultaneously promoting Grande and reinforcing parasocial 
relationships between her and the public. BuzzFeed capitalizes on its audience-like 
narrative by appealing to other fans who agree with the view expressed in the article 
and are now validated in their beliefs. 

    On the other end of the spectrum, however, is the postmodernist, who 
enjoys the “deconstruction of techniques” of artificial production (Gamson 146). 
“‘Girl, Wash Your Face’ Is A Massive Best-Seller With A Dark Message” is a Buzz-
Feed article representative of the cynical audience member viewing celebrity text as 
entirely fictional. The article centers around Rachel Hollis, a blogger, speaker, and 
author who recently rose to fame with her best-seller Girl, Wash Your Face. The 
article describes the “curated imperfection” that is Hollis’ Instagram account and 
identifies the intentionality behind images meant to look natural and effortless, but 
which are contrived (Turner). The author writes, “Hollis is all of us—overloaded, 
exhausted, smiling through the long days of work, child care, meal prep, and re-
lationship highs and lows. Only she doesn’t have to try at all. Or is she trying the 
hardest?” (Turner). In addition to critiquing the strategic postings meant to look au-
thentic, this article also discusses the problem of Hollis’ message that “You, and only 
you, are ultimately responsible for who you become and how happy you are” (Turn-
er). The article argues that in reality, there are systems that give some people more 
privilege than others and hold certain people back. “There are so many systems in 
place to ensure that the people who are already down stay down: mass incarceration, 
voter disenfranchisement, rising health care costs, lack of public education, a nar-
rowing path to citizenship for immigrants — the list goes on,” writes the BuzzFeed 
author (Turner). This article captures the same cynicism as Nicole Aschoff’s article 
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on Oprah as a promoter of neoliberal capitalism. By preaching empowerment and 
self-help, “Oprah is appealing precisely because her stories hide the role of political, 
economic, and social structures…mak[ing] the American Dream seem attainable” 
and ignoring systemic inequality and lack of social mobility (Aschoff). The Buzz-
Feed article is a similar critique of neoliberal beliefs and a demonstration of cynicism 
surrounding celebrities who ignore the privilege they have relied upon in their rise 
to fame. This appeals to a different set of BuzzFeed readers than the previous articles 
do, allowing non-believers to also feel validated in their beliefs and interested in 
BuzzFeed’s coverage of this side of the celebrity debate. 

    BuzzFeed’s expression of audience views directly contributes to its com-
mercial success and unique media model. Just as Gamson’s fan typography demon-
strates the heterogeneity among audience members, BuzzFeed attempts to cater 
to these different views and provide a transcendent narrative that encompasses all 
of them. Writing about reality TV and meritocracy, Matthew Wheelock Stahl de-
scribes that American Idol has drawn the aspiring idols from the audience in such 
a dramatically visible way that the democratic promise of equal Idol opportunity is 
held out to every singing person between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four and, 
by extension, the liberal democratic promise of equality of opportunity is likewise 
positioned within reach of viewers (Stahl 221).

 BuzzFeed operates in the same way. In behaving as an audience member, 
BuzzFeed promotes the promise of equality of opportunity to anyone with an opin-
ion, validating all opinions on celebrities and media no matter how banal or trivial, 
and making the average person feel justified and empowered in their views. People 
are allowed to perceive themselves as being as intelligent as the reporter even on the 
most superficial topic, and their opinions are reinforced and given credence. This 
boosts the reader’s self-esteem and keeps them coming back for more, as well as 
furthering their belief in the promise of democracy and free speech in news sources. 
BuzzFeed has capitalized on the commercial benefits of identifying with and repre-
senting the public by embracing the strategic role of the audience member. 

Playing the Audience in More Ways than One
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Abstract:

Gifted education is not mandated at the federal level. As such, 
each state and each school district has varying approaches to gifted 
education identification, implementation, and programming. De-
spite this diversity of approaches, one result remains comparable 
across districts: gifted minority students remain woefully under-
represented in gifted education programs. In this paper, the term 
‘minority student’ refers both to students of marginalized cultural 
and racial backgrounds as well as students of low socioeconomic 
status (SES). Unlike their gifted peers, these students may face ad-
ditional challenges such as difficult economic situations, discrim-
ination, or both. Testing methods used to identify gifted students 
remain problematic as they tend to value certain skills over others, 
and are culturally weighted. Minority students are continually 
under-referred for gifted education programs. Many researchers 
point to educational practices grounded in deficit thinking as one 
reason for the inequality of referrals. Suggestions include look-
ing towards culturally sensitive and responsive teacher training, 
tests better suited for diverse students, and not relying as heavily 
on testing for identification. Researchers are looking at ways to 
improve identification, retention, and success of high-achieving 
minority students in the classroom.
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This paper will explore gifted education and how it serves or fails to serve our 
nation’s minority students. In doing so, this paper will break gifted education down 
along three main themes: identification, inequalities, and improvement. Though 
many gains have been made in recent years, the levels of inequality that exist in 
gifted education representation remain. In addition to gifted education, higher level 
classes such as honors, AP, and IB will be discussed, bearing in mind the achieve-
ment gap between white students and students of color. In order to explore this issue 
of unequal representation, historical and contemporary social ills will be examined, 
as well as the efficacy of tests commonly used to identify students as gifted. In order 
to have this conversation, the definition of giftedness will also be explored and prob-
lematized as it refers to diverse students. The goal of this paper is to better develop 
an understanding of the challenges facing gifted minority students, and to begin to 
formulate goals for how to proceed from here.

Literature Review
 Control of educational practices has been historically a state or local pow-

er. Gifted education is no exception to this rule (Brown et al., 2006 as cited in 
McBee et al., 2012). With gifted education’s lack of a federal mandate, this decen-
tralization of power over educational practices becomes even truer (McBee et al., 
2012). Though there is no federal mandate, there are multiple federal definitions 
of giftedness. Between 1970 and 2001, the federal government put forth six dif-
ferent definitions of giftedness. However, the U.S. Department of Education fails 
to include culture in any of its definitions until 1993. In its 1993 definition, the 
U.S. Department of Education explains that gifted students are young people with 
remarkably high levels of achievement, or the potential for such when compared 
with others in their age, experience, or environment. These outstanding students 
require services not normally available, and can be found across all cultural groups, 
all socioeconomic statuses (SES), and all areas of achievement. (U.S. Department 
of Education, 1993 as cited in Wright, Ford, & Young, 2017). This 1993 defini-
tion is important because it is the first culturally sensitive definition of giftedness 
proposed by the government. It addresses what Wright et al. (2017) name as two 
historically overlooked ideas specific to diverse students: that gifted students have 
to be compared by age, experience, and environment, and that outstanding abilities 
are present across all SES, cultural groups, and areas of human achievement. Ford 
(2003) notes that other definitions of giftedness are often colorblind, culture blind, 
Eurocentric, and narrow. She embraces the 1993 U.S. Department of Education’s 
definition as a welcome addition to the discussion. 

 Despite the increasingly diverse nature of our schools, our teaching force 
remains predominantly white (Milner & Ford, 2005). This has implications on the 
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identification of gifted minority students which will be discussed in greater detail in 
a following section. As it stands currently, the national percentage of teachers who 
identify as white rests at 85%, while those who identify as Black make up 7%, those 
who identify as Hispanic make up 7%, and those who identify as Asian make up the 
remaining 1% of teachers (Wright et al., 2017). When looking at gifted education 
teachers, the percentage of white teachers rises even higher, making faculty of color 
nearly invisible (Wright et al., 2017). Milner and Ford (2005) insist that teaching 
is a form of social action. As such, teaching does not and cannot use a colorblind 
model. Therefore, issues of race, racism, and inequality must be dealt with by teach-
ers. Gifted education can become a struggle when schools put in place enrollment 
caps on the number or percentage of students that can be identified as gifted (Ford, 
2003). When enrollment caps are in place, gifted education stops being a service 
and morphs into a competition. 

 Not all educational professionals and researchers agree with the federal 
definition of giftedness. Warne (2009) makes the case that the best definition of 
giftedness came from the Columbus Group, a coalition of parents, educational pro-
fessionals, and researchers. They posited that giftedness is a case of accelerated de-
velopment which leads to children having different psychological experiences that 
that of their peers (Morelock, 1992 as cited in Warne, 2009). This definition, unlike 
that of the federal government, relies less on testing, which is necessary to identify 
high levels of achievement, and more on behaviors. It is important to note, however, 
that gifted children do not all display the same behaviors, and that no gifted child 
displays all of the behaviors associated with giftedness (McGuffog et al., 1987, as 
cited in Warne, 2009). It is not just testing which leads to the underrepresentation 
of diverse learners in gifted education programs. Mcbee et al. (2012) believe that, in 
addition to assessment and identification problems, the educational policies enacted 
at the state and district level also play a role in contributing the representation or 
underrepresentation of diverse learners. While McBee et al. brought up a relevant 
angle to consider, testing and the efficacy of testing in gifted education identification 
remains a more prominent issue in the gifted education debate. 

 Most schools require an IQ of around 130 as a requirement for those be-
ing identified as gifted (Ford, 2003; Warne, 2009). When intelligence is measured 
with IQ scores, it exists on a continuum, and the cutoff point becomes arbitrary. 
Some schools have a cutoff of 130, while others have a cutoff at 128 or 132. This 
same arbitration of numbers comes into play with achievement scores, which also 
fall along a range. Thus, a child in one school district might be identified as gifted, 
and in another school district the same child might not be identified as such (Ford, 
2003). A further problem arises when it becomes apparent that many educational 
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professionals and researchers treat intelligence as a construct that can be divorced 
from experience and culture (Warne, 2009). Intelligence, like other characteristics, 
is intermeshed and entangled with lived experiences. White students are held up as 
the example of the ideal standard, and this is a problem for culturally diverse stu-
dents who bring different lived experiences to the educational process (Ford, 2011). 
Milner and Ford (2005) make the important observation that what is thought of as 
gifted in one culture may not be thought of that way in another. 

 Students in minority groups, such as a lower SES or a racial minority, per-
form worse than their white middle-class counterparts in school across all areas of 
achievement. The gap in performance between white students and their Black and 
Hispanic counterparts is called the national achievement gap. Most studies on the 
national achievement gap compare the performance of Black students with that of 
white peers, using the white peers as the norm (Ford, 2011). Ford (2011) argues that 
using white students as the standards for which to strive is detrimental to culturally 
diverse students who may not conform to narrow definitions of giftedness based 
on IQ tests and traditional theories of development derived from white students. 
Therefore, these students of color are not offered a place in gifted spaces. 

 The effects of the national achievement gap can be viewed in gifted edu-
cation and higher placement courses. Although participation for all groups in Ad-
vanced Placement (AP) courses has grown in recent years, there are lingering racial 
inequalities in representation of minority students, and in those students’ pass rate 
on the AP exams. (McBee et al., 2012). Spaces in advanced placement courses are 
often filled by students identified by and with access to gifted programs. The U.S. 
Department of Education and the Office of Civil Rights have noted that the path 
for reaching AP or IB classes is racially segregated, and that teachers and counselors 
serve as the gatekeepers to advanced academics. The result is that equitable access 
is not available due to teacher and counselor biases, ignorance, indifference, or any 
combination thereof (Wright et al., 2017). 

 The national achievement gap is blamed on many factors, such as families, 
teachers, administrators, policymakers, and students themselves. As Ford (2011) 
points out, all parties involved are guilty, yet finger pointing will not and does not 
ameliorate the problem. Gifted education is another facet of the achievement gap, 
as students of color and students of low SES are consistently underrepresented and 
underserved by these services. By the fifth grade, 56% of lower income students are 
able to maintain their status as high achievement readers compared to a retention 
rate of 69% for their higher income peers (Ford, 2011). Additionally, Ford (2011) 
points out that the dropout rate of high-achieving lower income students is double 
that of their higher income peers (8% compared to 4%). 
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 Ford (2011) among others, remarks that one of the informal prerequisites 
to being identified as gifted is to first be white, have two parents, and be middle 
class. While not a legitimate prerequisite, marginalized students are systematically 
held back from achieving at higher levels. This occurs in several ways. Since teachers 
are often the first to observe student performance, teachers become the first barrier 
to entry for diverse high-achieving students. Diverse high-achieving students are 
frequently under-referred by teachers for gifted education (Ford, 2003). Grisson 
and Redding (2016, as cited in Wright et al., 2017) found that even when Black 
students had the equivalent qualifications in terms of achievement as their white 
counterparts, under-identification persisted. Controlling other factors, such as SES, 
health, and characteristics of schools, Grisson and Redding observed that teacher 
discretion was a major barrier to entry. Intriguingly, when ethnically Black students 
had a teacher who was also Black, they were more likely to be identified for gifted 
education programs. These teachers indicated that they held high expectations of 
their students. Wright et al. (2017) argued that having an equitable referral process 
is crucial to surpass the current broken system. 

 Holding lower expectations for minority students, and particularly stu-
dents of color is referred to as deficit thinking. Deficit thinking refers to the belief 
that students of color or of low SES do poorly in school due to deficiencies that 
obstruct their learning process such as lack of motivation or unsatisfactory home 
environments. Deficit thinking prevents culturally diverse students from accessing 
gifted education (Ford, 2011). Ford (2003) also points out that not only is defi-
cit thinking problematic to gifted education, but it is incredibly common. Placing 
emphasis on what is “wrong” with these students draws attention away from their 
unique talents and abilities. These deficit theories operate within schools and within 
classrooms, though few teachers are willing to admit that deficit thinking exists in 
their classrooms (Milner & Ford, 2005). 

 Deficit thinking operates within classrooms in subtle ways and affects 
how teachers treat students. Milner and Ford (2005) highlight ways in which the 
curriculum often reinforces a colorblind ideology, while denying culturally diverse 
students the opportunity to excel. They note one example of white privilege in the 
curriculum of history, literature, and social studies. These areas tend to emphasize 
white or European experiences and works, while people of color and their experi-
ences often go unmentioned or are presented as tangential to the course content. A 
further example is the course materials themselves. Often, textbooks offer materials 
lacking in diversity and many libraries do not offer books from varying literary 
traditions. Milner and Ford (2005) argue that because the curriculum is such an in-
tegral part to schooling, and because race is such an important issue in this country, 
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it bears repeating that curriculum must be sensitive to race and not be colorblind. 
The lived experiences of these students are not colorblind; their curriculum must 
speak to that. These issues do not disappear in gifted education. If anything, gifted 
education is even more of a white space than the general education classroom (Ford, 
2003). As such, it is the work of teachers to help increase equity in education and 
help gifted students receive the services they need. 

 As noted in above sections, teachers serve as the gatekeepers towards gift-
ed education access. For many reasons, teachers consistently under-refer students 
of color while over-referring their white peers. Ford (2011) maintains that closing 
the achievement gap needs to remain a national and professional priority. Wright 
et al. (2017) offer multiple suggestions for increasing diversity in gifted education. 
Four of their recommendations are as follows: evaluating and promoting pre- and 
in-service teachers’ preparation in gifted education, training teachers to be cultural-
ly responsive, evaluating and promoting cultural competence among teachers, and 
increasing the demographics of Black and Hispanic teachers in gifted education. 
These suggestions will not only be beneficial for culturally diverse students, but for 
all students, as these suggestions better prepare teachers to foster excellence in all of 
its forms in the classroom. 

 Most teachers receive very little training in identifying or working with 
gifted students. Increasing teachers’ awareness of the signs of giftedness and how 
to spot them may lead to more culturally diverse students being referred (Warne, 
2009). Other recommendations to address this issue of under-representation and 
the achievement gap are to collect more data, conduct more research, and expand 
access and move beyond proficiency tests (Ford, 2011; McBee et al, 2012; Warne, 
2009). One procedure for increasing representation is called front loading. Front 
loading is when low-SES students who are just below the criteria for being identi-
fied as gifted are placed into programs that build study skills, verbal ability, factual 
knowledge, and performance in the classroom until these students do meet the 
qualifications necessary for acceptance (Warne, 2009).

Conclusion
 In the studies examined above, each one reached the same conclusion:  

gifted education is lacking in diversity. While certain authors approached the issue 
from a policy perspective and others focused on classroom procedure, all articles 
focused on the dire need for reform. As it stands currently, over 500,000 Black 
and Hispanic students combined each year are not being identified as gifted (Ford, 
2010, 2013b; Ford, 2015 as cited in Wright et al., 2017). To not seek change is to 
be willfully ignorant of the problem at hand. As Milner and Ford (2005) highlight, 
teaching is preparation for life, and as such, teaching has to contend with real-world 
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issues. Teachers cannot hide reality from their students. As long as our schools con-
tinue to under-serve significant populations of children, we are limiting them from 
reaching their full potential.

 A dominant belief about gifted students is that they are expected to be 
leaders in society (Milner & Ford, 2005). Inhibiting diverse gifted students from ac-
cess to gifted programming takes opportunities away from them, and has real effects 
as seen by the doubling of the drop-out statistics of high-achieving lower-income 
peers compared to high-achieving high-income classmates. We need more diverse 
leaders in our society, and if gifted education is a pathway for that leadership, then 
we need to do all we can to help promote and foster a culture of excellence in stu-
dents who have been historically marginalized.

 It is important to note that in this paper, the terms culturally diverse, mi-
nority student, Black and Hispanic, and low SES were all used. These terms are not 
synonymous, however when talking about gifted education, all groups mentioned 
are significantly under-represented. Some researchers will argue that SES plays as 
much as a role as race does, however, when holding other variables steady, Grissom 
and Redding (2016 as cited in Wright et al., 2017) found that Black students were 
still likely passed over for gifted referrals. This is extremely important to recognize. 
Until teachers can address their own internal biases and white privilege, the issue of 
under-representation of students of color in gifted settings is unlikely to improve.

 As a white pre-service teacher it is crucial that I confront my own biases 
so that I may be culturally responsive. While I cannot and do not share the lived 
experiences of these culturally diverse students, with proper training and awareness, 
I can push back on the hegemonic narrative that white intelligence is the only type 
of accepted giftedness. As a teacher, I will be one of the first gatekeepers to gifted 
education access, and I want to make sure that I am not a barrier to entry, but rather 
the first step towards ensuring that gifted students of all races and backgrounds have 
access to the education they need.

 To better prepare pre-service and practicing teachers, like myself, some of 
the strategies suggested by Milner and Ford (2005) should be explored or followed. 
Milner and Ford (2005) suggest having ongoing training about diversity and cul-
tural competence. In addition to ongoing training, they also recommend building 
diversity into every aspect of the curriculum. This can be done by pulling from more 
diverse sources, such as using authors not traditionally in the canon, or by trying 
to find sources that present less hegemonic views of the world. In math and science 
classes, it can be as simple as beginning to use more diverse names in the example 
problems instead of always using “John” and “Sarah”. In my personal experience, I 
had a middle school teacher who would do this with his practice problems, and at 
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first my classmates and I were very skeptical about these names that we perceived as 
strange. Looking back on it now, I see what he was trying to do and I appreciate his 
efforts at making us more culturally aware and sensitive. 

 When we talk about gifted education, we do not tend to view it as we view 
special education. Special education is viewed as a need for students with a disabili-
ty. No one would dream of denying accommodations for a student in a wheelchair 
so that they can access the classroom and the content. Many times however, people 
will look at students with exceptional abilities and ask ‘What can they possibly need 
from me? How can a student who is gifted need additional services or help?’ This is 
a backwards mindset. While it is evident that children in gifted education do have 
very different needs than children in special education, they still have unique needs. 
Without these accommodations, these students are unable to participate academi-
cally as fully as they are able to. These students may need accommodations that the 
school does not normally offer in order to reach their full potential. The job of the 
school is to prepare each and every student for success. Gifted students have addi-
tional needs that must be addressed. The fact that so many diverse gifted students 
are not having their needs met is despicable, and would not happen if they were 
white. 

 People are quick to blame parents, teachers, and students themselves for 
not achieving higher. Oftentimes, the rhetoric of not trying hard enough or of be-
ing lazy is used in relation to minority students. It is important to recognize that 
there are historical and institutional barriers in place that prevent these students 
from reaching their full potential. Therefore, as teachers, we have an obligation to 
help these students as much as possible overcome those societal obstacles. Until 
those barriers are leveled, these students have more hurdles to overcome than their 
white middle-class peers. Teachers and pre-service teachers need to have the proper 
training to help create more just and equitable classrooms. I believe that with this 
training, we can start to increase the representation of minority students in gifted 
education settings, and we can begin to help these students reach their full potential.
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Abstract:
The well-known Pythagorean theorem, a2 + b2 = c2, is a source of 
interesting mathematics in number theory, particularly when we 
seek integer solutions (a, b, c), known as primitive Pythagorean 
triples. A novel result by B. Berggren showed the existence of three 
matrices and a process to find all such solutions. We will use his 
result to study the specific case in which two side lengths of a tri-
angle are one unit apart, or |a - b| = 1. This is significant because 
it provides the closest approximation in integers to the 1-1-√2 
special right triangle. In this paper, we will examine one matrix 
discovered by Berggren to present a general formula to find all 
such primitive Pythagorean triples with this property.
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Introduction
A well-known result of number theory states that there are infinitely many 

primitive Pythagorean triples, or integer solutions to the equation a2 + b2 = c2 where 
a, b, and c correspond geometrically to side lengths of a right triangle. The char-
acteristic of primitive means that (a, b, c) are coprime (sharing no common factor 
greater than 1). As an example, (3, 4, 5) satisfies this property but (6, 8, 10) does 
not. In fact, one corollary of primitivity is that all primitive triples will consist of 
one even and two odd integers [1]. It is also well established that all primitive Py-
thagorean triples can be found through rational parametrization of the unit quarter 
circle, meaning that there exists a one-to-one map of all rational points ( ac, bc ) and 
all primitive Pythagorean triples (a, b, c). However, this algorithm cannot efficiently 
find primitive Pythagorean triples with a specific property such as |a - b|= 1, which 
motivates an examination of other methods. 

A lesser known result by Berggren provides a method for generating all prim-
itive Pythagorean triples with three matrices M1, M2, and  M3. Representing the 
“base triples” or smallest known triples (3, 4, 5) and (4, 3, 5) as column vectors, 
multiplication by M1, M2, and  M3 in any order, infinitely, will uniquely yield all 
primitive Pythagorean triples [2], [3].

This is aptly represented as two infinite rooted ternary trees, called here 
“Berggren trees.” Each node represents a primitive Pythagorean triple and each edge 
represents matrix multiplication by  M1, M2, or M3 respectively.

Figure 1: A Berggren tree rooted at (3, 4, 5). Courtesy of Byungchul Cha [4].

Finding Primitive Pythagorean Triples with Matrix Diagonalization
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Results
Inspection of Berggren’s tree reveals that repeated multiplication by M2 pre-

serves the property whereby a - b = 1.  For proof, examine the multiplication of M2 
by an arbitrary primitive Pythagorean triple (a, b, c) and seek the next primitive 
Pythagorean triple (A,  B,  C).

This proof provides a stronger form of the previous proposition: repeated 
multiplication by M2 yields primitive Pythagorean triples of the form (an ,  an+(-1)n,  
cn) [5]. In other words, after each matrix multiplication, a and b “switch” between 
comparatively larger and smaller (or longer and shorter) positions.

We can understand the Berggren tree, showing a continuous “branch” of all 
triples of the form (an ,  an+(-1)n,  cn) , to be demonstrating repeated matrix multi-
plication by M2 on the base triple. The standard linear algebra technique of matrix 
diagonalization is a powerful tool to calculate repeated matrix multiplication, which 
motivates the diagonalization of M2. This technique, paired with a change of basis, 
leads to the following general formula to find all primitive Pythagorean triples of 
the form (an ,  an+(-1)n,  cn).

 

Interestingly, since every appearance of an irrational number in the formula 
is accompanied by its conjugate, this formula will always yield integer solutions. For 
example, this formula yields solutions such as (697, 696, 985), (137903, 137904, 
195025), and (5406093003, 5406093004, 7645370045).

Conclusion
To return to the motivation for examining this property, consider the 1-1-√2  

right triangle below:
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In the case of this triangle, c/a  or c/b is clearly equal to √2. By allowing a and 
b to be one unit apart, we can find the triangles most “similar” to this where each 
side length is an integer. Thus, every primitive Pythagorean triple satisfying |a - b| = 
1 is an integer approximation of this triangle. By calculating ca or cb , we can ob-
tain a rational approximation of 21.414213562. The following chart provides some 
(non-consecutive) examples generated by the formula.

Notice that the values of  and bound √2 from above and below. Naturally, as 
the triples become larger or the triangle “grows” in size, the approximation becomes 
more accurate. The last decimal approximation given in the chart for c/b is accurate 
to the ninth decimal place.

The size and accuracy of this triple relative to the index of 13 (we find it using 
n = 13) verifies the efficiency of the formula developed here.
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Abstract:

“Whose Seed Is in Herself”

This paper examines John Milton’s 1667 epic poem Paradise Lost 
with a focus on the poem’s attitude towards womanhood. Though 
the twelve-book epic follows various biblical characters, this essay 
centers on Eve and her alignment with the Garden of Eden itself. 
After examining several examples that demonstrate the textual 
connection between Eve and the garden, this paper explores the 
narrator’s descriptions of and other characters’ interactions with 
both Eve and the garden, in order to determine the text’s treat-
ment of feminized figures. It is concluded that, while the poem’s 
understanding of womanhood may initially appear misogynistic, 
the poem’s attitude towards women through the lens of Eve and 
the garden’s connection is far more ambiguous and empathetic 
than is initially apparent. A few more examples of Eve and the 
garden’s characterization are explored, during which it becomes 
clear that the poem not only connects the two, but also uses them 
to stand in for general womanhood. Finally, by analyzing the final 
books of the poem, during which Adam and Eve receive separate 
visions of their futures as progenitors of the Son of God, it be-
comes apparent that the poem subversively presents womanhood 
as not only tolerable, but divine in nature.
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 Milton’s Eve has never been quiet. Though she is occasionally described as 
“meek” and assigned a submissive role, her presence in the epic poem Paradise Lost, 
originally published in 1667, is overt and unapologetic. Although she occasionally 
slinks off to tend her flowerbeds while Adam and various angels attend to heavenly 
business, the reader hears from Eve: must listen to her musings, her love songs, her 
questions, her mistakes; and must complicate traditional ideas of the first woman 
as both an icon of innocence and a symbol of original sin. Eve, however, is not the 
only “she” in Paradise Lost – Paradise itself is frequently gendered femininely. The 
garden is described throughout the poem as a female site of creation and suste-
nance, providing both Adam and Eve with everything they could possibly need to 
thrive. Eve and the garden speak to each other through Milton’s poetry, informing 
the reader’s conception of femininity and working against the characters’ explicit 
tendencies towards traditional, oppressive ideas of what a “she” can be. Through 
the descriptions of the garden and its parallels with Eve in Paradise Lost, the poem 
complicates its own characterization of the first woman, undercutting superficial, 
blunt declarations about the roles of femininity, which are handed down elsewhere 
in the work to craft a version of womanhood as divine.

    From the moment the poem enters Eden in Book IV, femininity is ev-
erywhere. Satan, on his mission to enact revenge upon God for casting him out of 
Heaven, arrives on Earth after a long journey through space and immediately makes 
his way to Paradise, the bountiful garden in which Adam and Eve first find them-
selves on Earth, in order to properly formulate a plan to destroy God’s new human 
playthings. Upon this first view, Eden itself is explicitly feminine: “So on he fares 
and to the border comes / Of Eden where delicious Paradise, / Now nearer, crowns 
with her enclosure green / As with a rural mound the champaign head / Of a steep 
wilderness whose hairy sides / With thicket overgrown, grotesque and wild, / Access 
denied” (p. 81, lines 131-137). The garden is a “her,” and a “hairy” one at that. She’s 
got a “head” and “sides;” she is “overgrown,” “wild”--her protective thicket insulat-
ing her and warding away those who wish to enter her intimate quarters. Upon a 
first read, “crowns” in this passage is reminiscent of the monarchical language used 
elsewhere in the poem to establish God’s legitimacy and the Son’s future reign, par-
ticularly as seen in Book III. If Paradise “crowns” as Satan gets a better view of her, 
perhaps this means that her status as a place crafted painstakingly by God to be the 
cradle of his latest experiment--humanity--makes the garden, too, royal and high in 
status. This implicates the garden further as both a site of jealousy and resentment 
for Satan and as a site of feminine power. Perhaps, though, there is another meaning 
to “crowns” here. It could be read as language evocative of birth to describe Para-
dise’s emergence, fully formed, from the surrounding landscape – she “crowns with 
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her enclosure green,” a “rural mound” that appears in the wilderness in a passage full 
of bodily description of the garden. These two readings combined cast Paradise as 
a femininely gendered body, a God-given host that takes care of Adam and Eve by 
providing them with endless sustenance, but that also must be cared for and tended 
by the humans to maintain this symbiotic relationship. 

Eve, too, was born from an existing body: as Paradise “crowns” from the 
champaign and wilderness that make her up, so too is Eve drawn out of a life form 
with whom she shares the same composition. As described by Adam in Book VIII, 
after God takes a rib out from his sleeping chest to create the companion that Adam 
wishes for, “Wide was the wound / But suddenly with flesh filled up and healed. 
/ The rib He formed and fashioned with His hands, / Under His forming hands a 
creature grew, / Manlike but of different sex, so lovely fair…” (p. 190, lines 467-
471). Eve is made, like Eden, by extracting a “lovely fair” thing from a more brash, 
masculine existing thing: in Eve’s case, Adam’s womb-like, cavernous, bloody gash, 
and in the garden’s case, the wild wilderness. The garden and what it holds are like-
wise described in Book IV as “lovely” and “fair:” “fairest fruit,” “fair evening cloud,” 
“so lovely seemed/ that landscape” (p. 82, lines 147, 151, 152). In the birth-like 
process of creation used to describe both Eve and the garden, the secondary, highly 
feminine thing is formed without taking anything essential or life-giving from the 
original source. In Book VII, the angel Raphael describes the creation of land ani-
mals as the Earth “Op’ning her fertile womb, teemed at a birth / Innumerous living 
creatures, perfect forms, / Limbed and full-grown” (p. 171, lines 454-456). Animals 
emerge from the world’s womb “full-grown,” like Eve, to inhabit the garden; the 
Earth opens, like God “stooping opened [Adam’s] left side and took / From thence 
a rib” (p. 190, lines 465-466). Both openings, though, are immediately sealed, and 
their hosts need no recovery from these moments of spontaneous birth by Cesarean 
section. Neither Eve, nor the garden and her other inhabitants, are permitted any 
infancy, either – though Satan sees the garden “crown,” this image is only by virtue 
of his perspective. The emergence of the garden has already been completed, the 
born already grown; Eve, on the other hand, sprouted from her inanimate womb-
state as a rib into a “creature” under God’s careful hands, paralleling the language 
used to describe the children of the earth (“innumerous living creatures”) in Book 
VII. Thus, Eve and the garden are intertwined by their processes of creation as per-
ceived and described by Satan, Adam, and Raphael. 

Eve and the garden are connected, too, through their appearances. The po-
em’s first description of Eve focuses in on her hair, which, like the “hairy sides” and 
“thicket overgrown…and wild” of Paradise, is “disheveled, but in wanton ringlets 
waved / As the vine curls her tendrils, which implied / Subjection” (p. 86, lines 306-
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308). Where Paradise is pictured using bodily language, here Eve is pictured using 
the earthy language of the “vine.” She, too, is “wild,” her curls “wanton,” rebellious, 
unapologetic in their disorganization. Eve has no more reason to tame her locks 
than Paradise does to trim back its borders, though the text implies the option to 
do so. Using words like “overgrown” and “disheveled” which suggest an opportunity 
for tidiness that has been ignored, neither feminine being stunts her natural growth. 
Eve’s hair is “vine,” Paradise’s plants are “hairy.” By virtue of these metonymic quali-
ties, the two are joined as one, and so, as the poem determines, are their fates. 

As Eve falls, so too does Paradise. In Book IX, Eve commits the original sin 
of disobeying God’s word by eating off the Tree of Knowledge, which she is manip-
ulated into doing by Satan, disguised as a serpent. Though Eve is, interestingly, not 
tempted by Satan’s appeals to her vanity, she is convinced by his assertion that eating 
from the forbidden tree might prove to God that she is willing to risk the penalty of 
death to attain what Satan tells her is the knowledge of “both good and evil,” but is 
really “knowledge of good brought dear by knowing ill:” a binary way of thinking 
that rips the innocent humans from their conception of pure good (p. 216, 84). 
Eve, who usually gets her information secondhand from Adam after his moments of 
communing with the heavens, wants to know, and she wants to know of her own ac-
cord. After Eve finally makes the decision to eat, Paradise suffers: a flower crown that 
Adam had made for Eve “down dropped and all the faded roses shed” (p. 221, line 
893). Before the Fall, nothing in Eden ever died. At the point that the roses fade, 
Adam still has not eaten from the Tree himself; the Fall is not complete. Only Eve 
has made her choice. The garden, though, in accordance with Eve’s decision, im-
mediately begins to decay. Paradise takes the brunt of God’s supposed punishment 
of death for Adam and Eve – rather than the pair of humans facing death immedi-
ately after the Fall, Eden does instead. Again, the roses “fade,” lose their vitality, are 
drained from life as they fall from Adam’s careful arrangement. Intriguingly, earlier 
in the poem, the narrator describes the flowers’ collective response to Eve as one of 
deep union: “They at her coming sprung / And touched by her fair tendance gladlier 
grew” (p. 178, lines 46-47). That which Eve is most connected to – that which she 
affects positively earlier in the poem, encouraging the flowers’ blossoming and caus-
ing them so much joy that they sense her presence and, like sentient children, are 
drawn to her nurturing touch – is the first to go. The premiere casualty of the Fall 
underscores the garden’s intimate connection with Eve.

Once Adam decides to join Eve in her presumed death by tasting the for-
bidden fruit, Paradise fully grieves: “Earth trembled from her entrails as again / In 
pangs and Nature gave a second groan. / Sky loured and mutt’ring thunder some sad 
drops / Wept at completing of the mortal sin…” (p. 224, lines 1000-1003). Again, 

Brooke Weber



89

Paradise is associated with embodied language here – it has “entrails,” “pangs;” it 
groans and weeps. This language is much more internal than the previous descrip-
tions of Paradise, going beneath the surface of the body both literally (into the gar-
den’s organs) and figuratively (into the garden’s emotional state). Though Adam and 
Eve’s bodies do not change post-Fall, their minds certainly do. After her Fall, Eve’s 
language morphs into patterns that resemble Satan’s serpentine tongue, making use 
of his characteristic, guileful parentheses (Eve says to Adam, “…one crime / (If 
any be) of tasting this fair fruit / Whose virtue (for of good still good proceeds)…” 
(p. 223, lines 972-73)), his negative re-namings of God (she calls him “our great 
Forbidder” (p. 219, line 815)), and his all-encompassing jealousy (she imagines 
“Adam wedded to another Eve / Shall live with her enjoying, I extinct, / A death to 
think!” (p. 219, lines 828-29)). Because Eve’s cadence has changed so dramatically, 
the poem implies a mental and emotional shift within her: a shift towards the dark, 
towards the complex frenzy brought on by understanding “evil.” The garden reacts 
to Eve’s transformation, an outward expression of her internal degradation. 

The poem gives Paradise the feminine pronoun at the Fall, perhaps to em-
phasize its embodiment of the humans’ internal revolution, and to give the garden 
a kind of personhood. But how does the garden’s femininity come into play here? 
Perhaps the answer lies in the line directly before Eden’s fall, in which the narrator 
states that Adam, though twisting away from the apple, is “not deceived / But fondly 
overcome with female charm” as he takes a bite of the fruit (p. 224, line 998-999). 
Though this is factually debatable, considering that Adam gives a speech on the 
page before stating that he will eat the apple to join Eve in what he assumes will be 
their punishment of death, the poem places this line, a call back to Eve as “female 
charm,” directly before assigning feminine pronouns to the garden. “Charm” here 
is not named “Eve’s charm,” but “female charm,” smoothly aligning Eve with all of 
femininity and womanhood. The next line, “Earth trembled from her entrails,” calls 
upon this very same femininity and womanhood in its use of “her,” firmly cementing 
the parallel between Eve and Paradise and figuring Paradise as a lamenting mother. 
She is the only maternal figure Adam and Eve have ever known – though they were 
both fashioned by God in their own way, He has not raised or provided for them 
directly as Eden has. At the Fall, Paradise’s children, nursed from their creation in 
her comforting protection, become the very cause of her death from the inside out. 
This forms an interesting parallel with another female character in the poem, Sin, 
whose incestuous birth narrative differs greatly from Eve’s but echoes much of the 
same visceral language as the Fall of Paradise. Sin’s child, Death, “tore through [her] 
entrails, that with fear and pain / Distorted all my nether shape thus grew / Trans-
formed,” and forces her to give birth to hellhounds who hack at her womb and are 

“Whose Seed Is in Herself”



90

reborn hourly (p. 48, lines 782-783). “Entrails” is perhaps used here, as in the pas-
sage about the end of Paradise, to put forth a darker image of the womb, one that is 
violent and ripping. This visceral image is more akin to Adam’s rib-wound birthing 
process, though unlike his, these births are certainly not painless. As with Sin’s tor-
turous experience, Paradise is “transformed” and “distorted” from its former glory 
after her children enact her destruction. Though Paradise is still connected with Eve, 
the garden’s parallels with Sin signal a major shift in the garden’s characterization 
from a bountiful and beautiful woman to a damned and ravaged one.

Of course, another aspect of Adam’s “female charm” line is its inherent mi-
sogyny, which crops up in many of the poem’s more straightforward discussions of 
femininity. By stating that Adam’s decision is caused by his being “overcome with 
female charm,” any and all responsibility for the Fall is shifted off of his shoul-
ders and onto Eve’s by the narrator, turning Eve into the tempter who seeks not 
to “deceive” but to lure Adam into following her bad example. Adam knows what 
he’s doing is wrong, the poem seems to say, but because it’s Eve, a woman, who’s 
convincing him to do so, he cannot resist. There are even more explicit sites of pa-
triarchal thinking and instruction in the poem, as in the passage about Eve’s hair, 
whose tendrils “implied subjection” (p. 86, lines 307-308). Eve is directly placed 
under Adam in these passages, not just by the narrator, but also by God, the Son, 
and Adam himself. In Book Ten, when Adam and Eve must face the judgement of 
the Son disguised as God, Adam’s attempts to justify the logic of following Eve into 
the Fall are met with an insistence by the Son that “God set thee ‘bove her, made 
of thee / And for thee, whose perfection far excelled / Hers in all real dignity” (p. 
233, lines 149-151). Here, the circumstances of Eve’s birth are weaponized against 
her by a Son imitating his father’s militant, harsh language. Because Eve is “made 
of” and “for” Adam, she will always be secondary, always underneath him, always a 
requested afterthought who arrived late on the scene. Though Eve here does possess 
“perfection,” it is seen as lesser than Adam’s, or perhaps merely different: Adam’s is 
better “in all real dignity,” implying that Eve’s perfections lie in areas deemed base 
and not seen as worthy of heavenly praise, despite the fact that the two share tasks in 
the garden. The only real difference between their activities lies in their communica-
tions with heavenly figures – Adam is more often spoken to by these deities because 
he is deemed “‘bove” Eve, and deemed able to conceptualize heavenly presences 
more than Eve’s feeble, womanly mind. These outright statements of misogyny are 
occasionally parroted by Adam, who uses language picked up from godly figures 
to lash out at Eve post-Fall: “O why did God, / Creator wise, that peopled highest 
Heav’n / With spirits masculine, create at last / This novelty on earth, this fair defect 
/ Of nature” (p. 254, lines 888-892). Using facts patched together from snippets of 
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information given to him during visits from the angel Raphael and God, Adam is 
able to appropriate their thinking about the place of women, still aligning feminin-
ity with his usual description of beauty (“fair”), but now lamenting its “defect,” its 
inherent wrongs compared to the comprehensible masculinity that surrounds him 
apart from Eve. She is different. She is woman. She is the problem.

Adam, however, does not always cast Eve, or femininity overall, in this light. 
He goes on to forgive Eve for her “frailty and infirmer sex,” expressing his undying 
love for her once again, and allowing Eve a bit more access to the label “human” than 
the judgement “defect” (p. 256, line 956). The poem itself, though, does a bit more 
work complicating the matter of what “female” means within its text. Is “female” a 
constraint, as Adam seems to think here, a limit on what a person can do or be? Is 
“female” a monolith, as the heavenly figures of the poem seem to decree by placing 
the only man above the only woman and declaring her “perfection” indisputably 
lesser? Or is “female” something else, something that doubles back on itself and is 
redefined with every action by and reaction to Eve and Paradise? Perhaps one answer 
lies within Books XI and XII, where the archangel Michael visits Eden on God’s 
command to inform a distraught Adam about his future offspring. Essentially, these 
books are a history of humanity, miniature epics that tell of the various rise and fall 
stories of the Judeo-Christian tradition, from the first killing by Cain of Abel, to the 
wiping out and subsequent resurrection of human and animal life by Noah’s ark, to 
the enslavement and freedom of the Israelites as told in Exodus. Eve is meant to be 
asleep during this lesson, in which Michael ends on the Nativity, the birth of Jesus 
by the virgin Mary. In an extraordinary moment, Adam interprets this narrative as 
a feminine origin story of the salvation of humanity: “Now clear I understand… / 
Why our great expectation should be called / The Seed of woman: Virgin mother, 
hail! / High in the love of Heav’n, yet from my loins / Thou shalt proceed and from 
thy womb the Son / Of God Most High: so God with Man unites!” (p. 295-296, 
lines 378-382). Through one woman, Mary, the direct connection that Adam and 
Eve severed with the heavens will be regenerated. The “great expectation” of the 
future, the one prediction that mitigates Adam’s existential fear for the trials his 
offspring will go through, is the idea of the “Seed of woman” growing God’s son, a 
liminal being between heaven and human, a bridge between the two. 

Though Adam understands his role in this as the “loins” that will eventually 
allow Mary to be born, perhaps the most mystifying aspect of this section of the 
book is Eve’s reaction to this news. When Adam runs to share Michael’s lesson with 
Eve, he finds her already awake, informed, and ready to claim her destiny: “By me 
the promised Seed shall all restore” (p. 303, line 623). Here, for the second time 
recorded in the poem (the first being directly after her own birth), Eve has had an 
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experience of direct revelation: while she was asleep, God came to her (“God is also 
in sleep and dreams advise”, p. 302, line 611) and informed her of her future. Adam 
and Eve take equal ownership over their reproductive part in the salvation of the 
descendants they have just damned, and the poem makes Adam give Eve the credit 
here, forcing him to “[answer] not” and allowing Eve the last word: “By me the 
promised Seed shall all restore.” Eve does not give Adam credit here for his “loins.” 
She understands that it will not be a man who gives the Son life, will not be a man 
who cradles him and nurses both the infant savior and, by extension, all of human-
ity, back to a world in which God speaks to humans. By the womb of Mary, and 
thus by the wombs of all of the ancestors who produced her, including Eve, the first 
humans’ mistake will be fixed. By Eve the promised Seed. By Eve the future remedy. 
By Eve no longer the problem, but the solution. 

How does this all connect back to Paradise? If Eve and the garden are linked, 
if the poem draws parallels between them in birth narrative, appearance, and Fall, 
then there may also be parallels between their greater existential purposes as assigned 
by God. Though the Earth as a whole is portrayed as existing both within a “womb” 
and being itself a “womb” (p. 166, lines 275 and 281)--especially during Book VII, 
which describes the creation story--Paradise, too, is a kind of miniature, especially 
nurturing womb: in Book V, the narrator calls it “Earth’s inmost womb” (p. 114, 
line 302). In the first description of Paradise, as discussed earlier, the place is an “en-
closure green,” a walled-in site of first life, a place of contained growth and creation. 
Paradise is herself being born from the landscape – “crowns” – and is the birth-
place of Adam, Eve, and all plant and animal life. In Book VII, though the story is 
told through Raphael’s narration, God supposedly creates plant life by calling upon 
much of the same language with which he calls upon Eve at the end of the poem: 
“Let th’ earth / Put forth the verdant grass, herb yielding seed / And fruit tree yield-
ing fruit after her kind / Whose seed is in herself upon the earth!” (p. 167, lines 309-
312). Here, female pronouns trip over themselves, Milton’s characteristic reversing 
syntax making it difficult to discern which “her” is which. Perhaps this passage is 
referring to the trees as “her,” which would read as the trees’ literal seeds reproducing 
after themselves almost asexually. “Whose seed is in herself ” – both seed and womb 
are the trees’, both seed and womb are woman’s, and what is produced is modeled 
after the feminine figures who came before, “after her kind.” Perhaps the “her” is 
also partly the feminine earth, who here is actively putting “forth the verdant grass” 
and producing the trees. If this is true, then the fruit trees yield fruit after the earth’s 
kind, a greater mother figure from whom everything is modeled. In both readings, 
Paradise is figured as a feminine noun that engenders all that comes after it. Though 
God is the one ordering these creations, the language used here implies that He is 
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not the one actually making them: “Let th’ earth / Put forth the verdant grass,” let 
the earth re-make herself infinite times over.

This re-making parallels the fate of Eve. It is her capital-S “Seed” which will 
eventually “restore:” both her womb and the heritage she has planted inside it will 
allow the all-important Mary to be born and bring about change. Though both Par-
adise and Eve Fall, one at the cause of the other, they have different fates. Just before 
Adam and Eve walk out of the poem at its end, the narrator states: “They, looking 
back, all th’ eastern side beheld / Of Paradise, so late their happy seat / Waved over 
by that flaming brand” (p. 303, lines 641-642). Paradise ends the poem abandoned, 
guarded by fiery weapons as it dies and decays while its children complete their final 
birth, their exit from the loving, life-giving womb that raised them from the start. 
Eve, however, still has a chance for redemption, albeit thousands of years down the 
line. Because she knows her vital part in orchestrating the ultimate rise of humanity, 
bringing an end to the epic cycles that Michael ceaselessly narrates in Books XI and 
XII, Eve is able to hold on to hope, to take up the mantle of the fallen garden and 
serve her own purpose as the new cradle of humanity, the new life-giving womb 
who will yield “fruit after her kind / Whose seed is in herself upon the earth” (p. 
167, lines 309-312). The capital S lends her future Seed a heavenly authority, much 
to the same effect as capitalizing the Son’s name or God’s “He” pronouns as Milton 
does throughout the poem. Eve is a microcosm of Paradise which will lead to the 
birth of a new humanity. As Michael proclaims to Adam earlier in Book XII, “…
Wilt thou not be loath / To leave this Paradise but shalt possess / A Paradise within 
thee, happier far” (p. 301, lines 585-587). The “Paradise within thee” is not only a 
mental Paradise, a mind-space that is “happier far” than the negative mindset the 
Fall has left Adam and Eve in, but is also a literal Paradise within Adam and also Eve. 
She will play host across generations of feminine bodies connected by wombs and 
the suffering incurred upon them after the Fall, echoing Sin’s plight that Eve must 
now share (Eve’s punishment from the Son disguised as God is pain in childbirth, 
p. 235 line 194-195) with a new world in which humans and the divine may com-
municate again. Eve might not carry the “promised Seed” yet, but “by” her it will 
come. Both womb and seed belong to woman. Both God and human reside within 
the Son. Eve’s realization at the end of the poem, the fact that she, and by extension 
every woman, holds within her a version of Paradise better than any external cornu-
copia, means that she, like the earth as a whole, is producer and produced, creator 
and created. Through Mary, Eve will give birth to a better child than she was to 
Paradise. Rather than destroying (whether Eve did so intentionally or not) the Son, 
Eve herself will have a chance to mend what was lost.

“Whose Seed Is in Herself”



94

Woman, Paradise Lost decides through its parallel between Eve and Paradise, 
is the world, but better, for within herself she holds the capacity for divinity. She 
carries capital letters within her body, a body that lives and breathes and is capable 
of redemption, unlike the garden’s static state. Woman is capable of change, of res-
toration, of fixing what went wrong. Woman was the catalyst for the Fall, and so, 
too, will she be the catalyst for the Rise. Despite its insistence on demeaning wom-
en through the words of its characters, Paradise Lost undermines these masculine 
rulings by allowing Eve to have the last word. She is the garden, hairy and enclosed 
and bursting. She is the future. She is the path forward, “wand’ring” and “slow,” a 
birthing process that might take millennia but is the only “way” to achieve salva-
tion (p. 303, lines 648-649). Eve is Mary is Woman is Seed, birthed from herself 
over and over again in a heavenly, joyous mirror of Sin’s horrific fate. Though the 
Son might be defined by his gender and status as descended from God, he is also 
descended from woman, without whom, the poem insists, he would not be at all. 
Woman destroys binaries of creation, of divinity. Woman is the path to a future in 
which, the poem says, all can be one.
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