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Editors Note
 We welcome you to the third edition of Muhlenberg College’s interdisciplinary journal, the 

Muhlenberg Academic Review (MAR). As Co-Editors-in-Chief, we have had the privilege of working 

alongside our passionate and diligent editorial board, who have consistently shared in the celebration of 

the integrative and thoughtful student work that characterizes Muhlenberg’s academic community. As 

members of Sigma Tau Delta, Gamma Iota, Muhlenberg’s chapter of the intercollegiate English Honors 

society, we have worked side by side with our faculty sponsor, Professor Linda Miller, our Senior Editor, 

Hannah Betz, our Layout Editor, Andrew Leahy, our PR and Social Media Manager, Taylor Garrison, 

and our Fundraising Chair, Jessica Hader to develop the 2020 edition. We extend our gratitude to the 

unwavering support of President Kathy Harring.

 This journal would not have been possible without the work of our contributing editors and 

copy editors, who helped aid the selection and refinement process of the almost sixty submissions we 

received. With the contributions of so many people, we are proud to present thirteen papers that embody 

the interdisciplinary nature of MAR, including, but not limited to, disciplines such as Public Health, 

Africana Studies, Psychology, Theater, and even a paper translated from its original French. It has been an 

honor to read through all of the submissions, which reflect the insight and wisdom of the work done by 

Muhlenberg students. 

 The work displayed in this journal is representative of students’ zeal for bearing witness to and 

participating in the interconnectedness of being. Our liberal arts education emboldens us to confront 

the paradoxical, and reexamine the ordinary. Despite writing from the perspective of different disciplines 

and schools of thought, these students analyze cultural divisions to reveal the need for connection and 

empathy in the modern world. In “Culture and Medicine: How an Integrated Medical Model Leads to 

Greater Population Health in Communities Practicing Traditional Medicine,” Curtin-Bowen addresses 

the disparities between culturally-based traditional medicine and the western biomedical model in order 

to advocate for a culturally-sensitive dual inclusion model. Cannon’s paper, “Imagining Abraham: Un-

derstanding the Hebrew Bible and the Qur’an as Museums,” similarly seeks to reconcile the exhibit of 

Abraham across religious lines, while David’s “Where Borders and Beliefs Come to Meet” and Minkoff’s 

“Prevention Through Deterrence: How It Interacts with the Immigration and Nationality Act” explore 

holistic expressions of nuanced immigration policies. Through distinct academic mediums, the papers in 

this edition illuminate ideological intersections with the power to build bridges in spaces of division. 

We hope that you follow the lead of these writers in their pursuit of the connection that can 

occur within difference. 

Thank you for your readership and support, and enjoy the third edition of MAR!

Alex Franchino and Kieva Mark

Co-Editors-in-Chief of the Muhlenberg Academic Review
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Instrumental Intersections
Language, Music, and Identity in Jackie Kay's Trumpet and 

Jesmyn Ward's Men We Reaped

Music has long been featured prominently within the works of 
modern and contemporary black authors. From James Baldwin's 
1957 short story Sonny's Blues (which centers the perfor-
mance of music in its African-American protagonist's life) to 
Toni Morrison's 1992 novel Jazz (a historical narrative of 1920's 
Harlem that makes use of multiple narrators to establish jazz as 
a stylistic, structural element of the text) - even in writing, the 
sounds of blues, jazz, and hip-hop have always found ways to 
filter in, transgressing boundaries between mediums and senses. 
These texts serve as precursors to the newer works of Scottish poet 
laureate Jackie Kay and award-winning novelist Jesmyn Ward, 
whose innovative implementations of music in their respective 
novels, Trumpet and Men We Reaped, reflect the changing contexts 
from which their writing has emerged. Why and how do black au-
thors choose to invoke music in their work? What functions does 
the inclusion of song in a text serve: historical, political, stylistic? 
Which of these texts are designated "canonical," and who assigns 
these designations? This paper seeks answers to these questions at 
the intersections of language, music, and identity.

MLA format

Jessica Bensimhon
Class of 2020

Africana Studies
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Black contributions to musical genres are unspeakably vast — global black commu-
nities have influenced, if not invented, nearly every popular genre of music, from 
rock-and-roll, jazz, and R&B to hip-hop, rap, soul and gospel — and yet system-
ically under-acknowledged. BRMJ contributor Samuel A. Floyd Jr., in proposing 
a philosophy of black music scholarship, posits the idea that "[b]lack music has 
reconstructed and recreated the American musical sound to such an extent that it 
has become ‘America's music,’ with American and world listeners giving no thought 
to the transformation” (Floyd 75), and that this is thus one of the reasons that “black 
music, as black music, is becoming ‘invisible’” (75).

This is an area in which intersections between literature and music can play a 
crucial role in our understanding of lived experiences and stories told within global 
black communities. The potential of language to uncover and lay bare injustices 
through the telling of meaningful stories is a key feature of literature as a medium, 
one that is often invoked in works by black authors such as Toni Morrison’s Jazz, 
the narrative structure of which serves as a stylistic precursor to Jackie Kay’s 1999 
novel Trumpet. In an article for Pitchfork on Morrison’s relationship to music, writer 
and Black Sound member Daphne Brooks argues that “[t]he unbearable whiteness 
of The Great Gatsby and La La Land obscures the rich history that Morrison’s nar-
rative [Jazz] vividly illuminate. Her novel gifts us with more challenging theories 
about a music invented by black folks that responded to and helped to give birth to 
the modern era” (Brooks). Literature as a representational art form (versus music, a 
nonrepresentational and experiential medium by comparison) lends words — not 
just as lyrics, but as prose — to political and emotional truths that are often more 
heavily obscured by sound in song.

On the other hand, the implementation of musical and lyrical elements 
within a text can imbue it with meaning that transcends the limitations of language 
and prose. In an essay for Black Orpheus: Music in African American Fiction from 
the Harlem Renaissance to Toni Morrison, scholar Sa’adi Simawe writes about these 
limitations, that 

[p]aradoxically, the experience of genuine freedom and the experience of 
crushing oppression, according to many musical passages in African Ameri-
can fiction, cannot be expressed in language. Rather, it is music, dance, and 
singing that provide the adequate expression for the deepest and most com-
plex spiritual and emotional realities. (Simawe xxiii)

Jazz music in particular evolved from blues, which derived its improvisational struc-
ture from the work songs of African-American slaves (Gioia 9). This inheritance 

Jessica Bensimhon

“It is only in his music, which Americans are able to admire because a protective senti-
mentality limits their understanding of it, that the Negro in America has been able to 

tell his story.” 
      — James Baldwin

Any form of storytelling that seeks to imitate life — or to illuminate truths 
about how we experience it — would be at least partially incomplete if it did not 
include representations of music. Although literature is a primarily visual medium, 
authors often choose to invoke sound through language; and because literature is 
primarily experienced visually, an author’s choice to represent music in text is always 
intentional and meaningful. In the canon of global black literature, intersections 
between music and text are particularly significant due to the specific historical and 
political implications music as a medium carries for black communities worldwide. 
Toni Morrison’s 1992 novel Jazz, for example, notoriously highlights the inextrica-
bility of its narrators’ experiences with sound and song from the experiences they 
have lived, as does James Baldwin’s even-earlier 1957 short story Sonny’s Blues. How-
ever, the works of emerging, less-canonical authors are just as rife with implications 
for understanding the crucial, integral space music occupies in marginalized lives. 
These works are influenced by and seek to complicate understandings of the works 
that preceded them. Searching for and examining intersections between music and 
language in contemporary global black literature, such as Jackie Kay’s biographical 
fiction novel Trumpet and Jesmyn Ward’s memoir Men We Reaped, can reveal new 
truths about the contexts from which they arise, as well as the ways in which these 
contexts are evolving.

 The historical significance of music within black and African diasporic 
communities is well known and well documented within scholarly publications such 
as Black Music Research Journal (BRMJ) and research initiatives like Black Sound and 
the Archive Working Group at Yale. Members of the Black Sound research initiative 
pose the following questions, to which they posit the creation of music as the solu-
tion: 

Imagine for a moment, what it would be like to not have access to con-
ventional ways of documenting your own life experiences. What if — as a 
marginalized person — it was illegal for you to learn how to read and write? 
What if you didn’t have the resources — let alone a kind of infrastructure 
— to build your own museums or your own libraries? How, then, do you go 
about leaving behind a trace of your “hereness,” your value, your contribu-
tion to the world? (Connolly)

Instrumental Intersections
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While Jackie Kay makes use of the timelessness of jazz to narrate her charac-
ters’ stories, Jesmyn Ward uses the timeliness of rap to tell her own. Just as the styles 
of prose contained in Jazz and Trumpet mirror the stylistic structures of jazz, the 
style of prose in Men We Reaped closely approximates hip-hop in its form. It is rhyth-
mic, straightforward, and mimetic, consisting of audio “samples” — bits of language 
recorded from Ward’s lived experiences — remixed, rewound, and repeated to form 
a narrative that delivers truth. The soundscape of her 2013 memoir Men We Reaped, 
which details a series of five young black men’s deaths in Ward’s hometown, is dom-
inated by the language of hip-hop. Its contents are prefaced by a tripartite epigraph: 
a quote from Harriet Tubman, lyrics from Tupac Shakur’s “Words 2 My Firstborn,” 
and a stanza from A. R. Ammons’ “Easter Morning.” This triptych immediately 
affiliates rap with both history and poetry, positioning the musical genre as a device 
impactful enough to frame an entire sweeping account of trauma and loss. 

When Ward describes Rog, the first of the five men introduced and the last of 
them to pass away, one of the first details about him she recounts is his taste in mu-
sic. “In his stereo, you’d find Tupac. Southern Rap like old No Limit and 5th Ward 
Boyz. Cam’ron and Dipset out of New York City” (Ward 26), she reminisces. When 
Ward and her cousin, Aldon, are driving home to Mississippi from Detroit shortly 
before Rog’s death, they listen to rap on the speakers as she thinks to herself, “I hope 
no one dies this summer” (21). In the novel’s haunting final image, Ward recalls her 
last car ride with her late brother, Joshua, listening to Ghostface Killah’s “All I Got 
is You” on the radio and traveling through the night. She imagines him returning to 
her, upon her own death, in that same car, “a rumbling thumping, a bass beat” ac-
companying him on his journey back (251). This reveals another dimension of pos-
sibility for representations of music in literature — music as a memory machine, the 
potential of sound to produce immediate associations with other images, emotions, 
and sensations. Hip-hop and rap are inextricable from Ward’s grief, her recollections 
of the men she has loved and lost. 

When asked in an interview with The Paris Review about her use of hip-hop 
and rap as motifs in her novels, Ward responds, “Hip-hop, which is my generation’s 
blues, is important to the characters that I write about. They use hip-hop to un-
derstand the world through language” (Hoover). As the world and all of its stories 
evolve, the languages we use to tell them evolve as well. If literature is one of these 
languages, and music is another, then the places where these two languages converge 
must have volumes to say about the times in which their speakers lived. It is our 
responsibility, as conscientious readers, to listen.

Intrumental Intersections

imbues the jazz genre with a highly-contextualized, traumatic significance. Jazz mu-
sic developed and flourished in the urban communities of 1920s America, uniting 
citizens of many different walks of life and speakers of many different languages 
with its universality and patterns of musical call-and-response. Like Morrison’s Jazz, 
Kay’s 1999 novel Trumpet stylistically makes use of multiple narrators and verselike 
musical prose, mimicking the free-form, free-flowing nature of the jazz genre that 
has historically empowered the genre. 

Unlike Jazz, however, Trumpet does not come out of an American context, 
nor does it deal with the same political and emotional realities Morrison’s characters 
face. Telling the story of a black jazz musician in London who is revealed post-mor-
tem to have lived as a transgender man, Trumpet is interested in Afro-European 
experiences as well as the intersectionality between issues of gender and race. Inter-
estingly, jazz music did not begin to seriously take root in Europe until the post-war 
period, where fragmentation of identity led to the fragmentation of the genre, and 
the performance of jazz became an increasingly complex, arcane endeavor. Similar-
ly, themes of appropriation and transformation underlie the text of Trumpet. The 
novel’s plot is semi-biographical, inspired by the life of Billy Tipton, a white jazz 
pianist whose gender assignment at birth (much like that of Joss Moody, Trumpet’s 
protagonist) was publicly declared to be female upon his death. Kay’s reclamation of 
this narrative for a black protagonist is simultaneously a reclamation of jazz music 
as a black creation. 

Furthermore, the invocation of jazz — a genre that has historically been used 
to empower communities of disenfranchised people — as a major literary motif 
associated with a transgender character illuminates the ways in which marginalized 
racial identities and marginalized gender identities intertwine and intersect. This 
intersection also reveals one potential function of representations of music in lit-
erature: the fluidity of Kay’s prose mimics the fluidity of jazz music in order to say 
something about the fluidity of selfhood. In the only chapter of Trumpet told from 
Moody’s perspective (which, aptly, is titled “Music”), during which he is described 
playing his trumpet, the narration presents the reader with a series of images from 
his life story, images that coincide, contradict, and coexist: 

The wide moors. The big mouth. Scotland. Africa. Slavery. Freedom. He is a 
girl. A man. Everything, nothing. He is sickness, health. The sun. The moon. 
Black, white… He is blowing his story. His story is blowing in the wind. He 
lets it rip. He tears himself apart. He explodes. Then he brings himself back. 
Slowly, slowly, piecing himself together. (Kay 135)

Jessica Bensimhon



Abstract:

6

Works Cited

Brooks, Daphne A. “Toni Morrison and the Music of Black Life.” Pitchfork, 
Pitchfork, 15 Aug. 2019, pitchfork.com/thepitch/toni-morrison-and-the-music-
of-black-life/.

Connolly, Bess. “Black Sound and the Archive Group Expands on the Idea of 
What Is an Archive.” YaleNews, Yale University Office of Communications, 1 Mar. 
2019, news.yale.edu/2019/02/28/black-sound-and-archive-group-expands-idea-
what-archive.

Floyd, Samuel A. “Toward a Philosophy of Black Music Scholarship.” Black Music 
Research Journal, vol. 2, 1981, pp. 72–94., doi:10.2307/779412.

Gioia, Ted. The History of Jazz. Oxford University Press, 2011.

Hoover, Elizabeth. “Jesmyn Ward on Salvage the Bones.” The Paris Review, 3 Dec. 
2018, www.theparisreview.org/blog/2011/08/30/jesmyn-ward-on-salvage-the-
bones/.

Kay, Jackie. Trumpet. Picador, 2016.

Simawe, Sa'adi. “The Agency of Sound in African American Fiction.” Black 
Orpheus: Music in African American Fiction from the Harlem Renaissance to Toni 
Morrison, Routledge, 2015.

Ward, Jesmyn. Men We Reaped: A Memoir. Bloomsbury, 2018.

Jessica Bensimhon

In a post-germ theory world where the biomedical root of infec-
tions like cholera, tuberculosis, and sexually transmitted infections 
have been identified, why do specific communities continue to 
deny accepted causative agents and their treatments in favor of 
culturally or religiously tied practices? This paper aims to explore 
how discrepancies between culturally-based traditional medicine 
and the western biomedical model facilitates the spread of infec-
tious disease, as well as how biomedical practices, ethnocentric 
testing criterias, and overtly negative views of traditional medi-
cine harshly impact the health of the communities who practice 
them. Through present and historical explorations of Haiti, rural 
Ethiopia, and central Panama, successes and failures on the part 
of biomedical practitioners depict how a dual inclusion model is 
necessary for cultural acceptance, as well as recommendations for 
practitioners, and opportunities for the inclusion of specific tradi-
tional medicine-based tactics within the western medical model.

Mica Curtin-Bowen
Class of 2020

APA Format

Public Health

Culture and Medicine:
How an Integrated Medical Model Leads to Greater Population 

Health in Communities Practicing Traditional Medicine
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In January of 2010, Haiti suffered a 7.0 magnitude earthquake, killing over 
250,000 people across the nation and displacing another million. By October, a 
cholera epidemic broke out, taking the lives of another 8,000 and infecting hun-
dreds of thousands more; this was the first cholera outbreak in Haiti in over a cen-
tury (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2014). In the following months, 
social unrest plagued the already ill island nation as communities across Haiti be-
lieved in deliberate cholera infection by foreign health workers and Voodoo priests; 
they feared that individuals were purposely being infected through ‘poud kolera,’ a 
powdered form of the disease theoretically being used to poison Haitians. Under 
the Haitian Kreyol saying “mikob pa touye ayisyen” (“microbes don’t kill Haitians”), 
cholera was not recognized as a transmissible disease but rather as a form of poison-
ing. In an area already devastated by the physical, political, and cultural destruction 
from the earthquake, destruction of social cohesion allowed Vibrio cholerae to persist 
and attack an already vulnerable population. In treatment centers, oral rehydra-
tion therapies (recognized as the most effective treatment for cholera) were rejected 
and those infected denied the prophylactic out of fear and mistrust. A total of 45 
Voodoo priests were murdered as perceived perpetrators of the infection by fearful 
community members (Haitian Red Cross, 2010). 

In a post-germ theory world where the biomedical root of infections like 
cholera have been identified, why do specific communities continue to deny accept-
ed causative agents and their treatments? Is there a way to sway these strongly held 
beliefs, which are deeply rooted in cultural beliefs, and is that persuasion ethical? 
The extent of morbidity and mortality in the cholera outbreak in Haiti could have 
been prevented if foreign, biomedically trained health workers were aware of the 
fearful perception across Haitians, specifically in a time of panic and grief after the 
life-altering earthquake. This anecdote illustrates a dramatic example of avoidance 
of the biomedical model and reliance on traditional views of health. This paper aims 
to explore how discrepancies between the two medical models in other global arenas 
continues to facilitate the spread of infectious disease. Research and commentary 
will focus specifically on Ethiopia and Panama, two countries with some of the 
highest known rates of reliance on traditional medicine in the world (Kassaye, Am-
berbir, Getachew, Mussema, 2006). 

Section 1: An Investigation of Culture and the Traditional and Biomedical Mod-
els

In 1871, anthropologist Edmond Tyler defined culture as “that complex 
whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other 
capabilities acquired by man as a member of society,” and concepts of culture have 

Mica Curtin-Bowen

been defined as:
• Shared ideas, meanings, and values
• Information that is socially learned, not genetically transmitted
• Patterns of behavior that are guided by these shared ideas, meanings, and values
• Often exists at an unconscious level
• Constantly modified through lived experiences 
Culture is not static but, rather, a fluid and ever evolving pattern of group behavior 
(Tyler, 1871, Board on Neuroscience and Behavioral Health, Institute of Medi-
cine, 2002). A primary motivation in medical anthropological research is not only 
to understand the biological and environmental etiologies of disease, but also the 
cultural, social, and behavioral views which groups hold towards disease (Merson, 
Black, Mills, 2011). This includes the acknowledgement that culture is neither ho-
mogeneous nor monolithic; the beliefs explored are of general consensus across the 
populations studied, but this does not imply that the entirety of individuals from 
all cultures explored hold identical narratives of health beliefs (Kagawa-Singer & 
Kassim-Lakha, 2003).

Traditional medicine, as defined by the World Health Organization, refers to 
the knowledge, skills, and practices based on the theories, beliefs, and experiences 
indigenous to different cultures used in the maintenance of health and in the pre-
vention, diagnosis, improvement or treatment of physical and mental illness (World 
Health Organization, n.d.). Traditional medicine is used as an umbrella term to de-
scribe the specific health practices indigenous to a specific region. The current bio-
medical model of health utilized in Western culture is a set of practices concerned 
with diagnosing and treating physiological conditions, defined in a series of papers 
by George Engel between 1960-1980 and largely dependent on Robert Koch’s 1861 
germ theory (Engel, 1977). A core component of this model includes the idea that 
all diseases have a specific biological cause and the removal of the pathogen results 
in resumption of health. Biomedicine refers to what is typically seen in Western 
hospitals, clinics, and pharmacies where treatment comes from a biological basis. 

Both culturally traditional and Western biomedical health models tend to 
hold a level of avoidance of one another in practice with overarching biases, includ-
ing the fear that the other is implicitly harmful to human health. This has resulted 
in a binary-like view of models where shared practices are uncommon (Wade & 
Halligan, 2004). Rejection of the biomedical model can result in alternative theories 
of agents of disease, where in some communities disease is thought to be spread by 
factors including supernatural powers and social positioning. Disease transmission 
myths arising from culturally-based health models increase the risk for the spread 
of infectious disease and lowers community acceptance of biomedically-based in-

Culture and Medicine
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tervention efforts due to cultural mistrust of Western theories (Ujah et al., 2015). 
Higher quality population health can be achieved through the respectful and cultur-
ally-aware integration of dual health models.

Major differences between the two models include the sociologically accept-
ed sick role. In the biomedical model, illness implies victimhood to the patient, 
they are not at fault for their disease. Disease, the objective physiological condi-
tion, is also recognized as a separate phenomenon from illness, a subjective human 
experience. This means that a person can be diseased without presenting any out-
ward symptoms and experience illness without any measurable disease (Parsons, 
1975). In comparison to this Western sick role, in the traditional health models of 
interest, moral injunctions can be seen as causative agents of disease, impacting so-
cial cohesion and stigmatizing illness (Abera, 2014). The biomedical model, which 
heavily utilizes medicalization, has resulted in shortcomings, including disbelief of 
individuals who present with illness but no discernible disease, as well as a severe 
lack of cultural sensitivity. The biomedical model ignores social, psychological, and 
behavioral dimensions of illness (Farre & Rapley, 2017, Wade & Halligan, 2004). 
The Western biomedical model places the individual at the center. Although in-
dividualism is associated with a rise in personal expectations, it also heightens the 
sense of risk, uncertainty, and insecurity, reduces social connectedness and support, 
and diminishes personal control (Eckersely, 2005). In comparison to this individu-
alistic view of health, traditional models of health, which vary by culture, maintain 
different beliefs about how to view and treat health conditions from a more holistic 
standpoint. While shortcomings in the biomedical model ignore psychosomatic and 
poorly understood conditions with a lack of cultural sensitivity, culturally-based 
health models provide an arena for infectious disease to thrive due to different be-
liefs of transmission. 

Why are the health beliefs of small communities of particular interest? When 
individual communities and subcultures share beliefs about the causative agents 
of disease and treatments that are not compliant with germ theory, they not only 
put their community at an increased risk of the disease becoming an endemic in 
the region, but they also put the larger surrounding population at a higher risk for 
epidemics as the pathogen leaches into the larger society. Through both the success-
ful and failed interventions illustrated below, the need for collaboration between 
traditional and biomedical practitioners can be seen as the most effective way to 
bridge this gap.

Section 2: Cultural Health Beliefs Specific To Ethiopia
Ethiopia is a country with a high prevalence of traditional medical practices 

where common themes of beliefs are seen across cultures in rural areas; in urban 
areas, biomedical practices are more commonly used. For these reasons, Ethiopia is 
an ideal location to research culturally-based perceived agents of infectious disease. 
Similar themes across subcultures in a shared geographic area allows researchers 
to study practices without making vast generalizations about cultures. Ethiopia, a 
country in eastern Africa, is a low to middle income country (in relation to the 
rest of the world) with one of the lowest physician densities in the world (0.1 phy-
sicians/1,000 population, compared to 2.59 physicians/1,000 population in the 
United States) (Central Intelligence Agency, 2018). In Ethiopia, upwards of 80% 
of the population of over one hundred million people rely on traditional medicine 
for healthcare with almost 30% of the population having no access to biomedical 
healthcare options (Kassaye et al., 2006). Reasons for use of traditional medicine 
over biomedicine in Ethiopia include: the cultural acceptability of healers and local 
pharmacopoeias, the low cost of traditional medicine, lack of access to public sector 
medical services, lack of integration by biomedically-trained practitioners on the 
holistic view of health within indigenous communities, and the observed Western 
view that indigenous medicine is implicitly harmful to human health (Kassaye et 
al., 2006, Kahissay, Fenta, Boon, 2017). Similarly to observations made after the 
2010 earthquake in Haiti, mistrust of the biomedical model is linked to mistrust 
of enforcing bodies, regardless of nationality. Minority groups, like the Oromo and 
Amhara people, as well as Muslim populations have been marginalized by bodies 
of power throughout Ethiopia’s history. Notably, in December of 2016 the Gibe III 
dam was inaugurated in southeast Ethiopia, The dam devastated the local ecosystem 
and decimated the communities of the Lower Omo River who had inhabited the 
area for centuries, all for the sake of increased hydropower output in urban areas. 
Human rights violations and displacement of indigenous people have resulted in a 
mistrust of the government in many communities. As a result, some populations 
desire exclusion from government activities, including health systems (Minority 
Rights Group International, 2018). Regions which have historically and dispropor-
tionately suffered from infectious diseases consistently report lower levels of extra-
version and openness. As a region where malaria, intestinal parasites, and infections 
pose as major public health threats, the combination of a lack of social openness to 
alternative strategies alongside barriers to biomedical practices, weighted cultural 
beliefs, and mistrust of government officials results in an environment in which 
infectious disease is able to flourish (Schaller & Murray, 2008). 

The vast majority of Ethiopians live in rural areas, which are more likely 
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to practice traditional medicine due to cultural cohesion and physical/financial 
inability to access biomedicine (CIA, 2018). Although Ethiopia displays a wide 
variety of subcultures and communities, common themes of perceived agents of 
disease transmission, prevention, and treatment measures can be observed across 
the country (Kahissay, Fenta, Boon, 2017, Kassaye et al., 2006, Workneh et al., 
2018). Although a majority of Ethiopians utilize traditional medicine, the practice 
remains excluded from the Ethiopian healthcare system and there is no licensure or 
regulation of traditional healers or their practices, which can at times be harmful to 
human health (Kassaye et al., 2006). 

Indigenous health beliefs observed in Ethiopia are largely connected to reli-
gion and individual actions; while the Western sick role includes the premise that a 
person is never at fault for their own illness, these culturally-based views hold more 
personal responsibility for the onset of infectious disease by assuming that a person’s 
individual actions are central to their health status (Kassaye et al., 2006, Parsons, 
1975). Perceived agents of disease are supernatural forces and societal injunctions. 
Supernatural perceived causes of disease include the wrath of God or local gods, 
spirits (ancestral, environmental), witchcraft, and the devil. Social contributors to 
disease include social mistrust, lack of social support, violation of social taboos, 
poverty, and lying to a trusted community member. Factors of transmission which 
are accepted by both the biomedical model as well as traditional Ethiopian models 
include transmission of germs (germitta), bacteria (factorta), poor hygiene, and lack 
of sanitation. Ethiopian traditional medicine in rural areas is largely based on the 
idea that acting in accordance with your community is the key to good health (Ka-
hissay, Fenta, Boon, 2017, Kassaye et al., 2006, Workneh et al., 2018).

In subcultures of Ethiopia including the Konso people of southwestern Ethi-
opia and the Tehuledere Woreda of rural northeastern Ethiopia, traditional prac-
titioners diagnose conditions through physical examination and questions. While 
Western medicine focuses on biological aspects of health in diagnosis, forms of 
Ethiopian traditional medicine may ask more holistic questions as practices are con-
cerned with the promotion of physical, spiritual, social, and mental health. Treat-
ments include prayer, incense, and medicines derived from plants. Ethiopian tradi-
tional medicine across many cultures has a rich history of medicinal plants used in 
folk medicine. Some plants, like Sutherlandia microphylla, are beneficial, while oth-
ers, like Hagenia abyssinica can cause blindness or inflammation to the central ner-
vous system when ingested (WHO, n.d., Kassaye et al., 2006). The research gap on 
the safety and efficacy of Ethiopian medicinal plants is wide but it is recognized that 
many plants are used to induce vomiting rather than for curative properties, leaving 
the patient still infected and able to transmit the disease (Kassaye et al., 2006). 

While biomedical models of health assume that traditional model’s altered 
view of disease results in a complete binary between held beliefs, there are several 
observed similarities in disease prevention between biomedicine and Ethiopian tra-
ditional medicine. Long standing prevention methods, including inoculations of 
smallpox by gathering pus of infected people in rituals (a practice adopted by Amer-
ican colonists in 1721 from the Ottoman Empire), deserting areas of a previous 
epidemic, and isolating people with contagious diseases, are also employed through 
the biomedical model (Kassaye et al., 2006, Duffy, 1992). 

Section 3: Impact of Cultural Health Beliefs on Disease 
Regardless of global improvements to infrastructure, sanitation, and ed-

ucation in recent decades, culturally-tied health myths and cultural introversion 
manifested through traditional healing practices negatively impact the occurrence, 
duration, and mortality rates of infectious disease and can at times not only im-
pede public health efforts, but vehemently deter them (Ujah et al., 2015). Manage-
ment of infectious diseases through solely traditional means hosts a series of threats 
including but not limited to: plant toxicity, delays in treatment, failure to refer 
to modern health services even when absolutely necessary, increased mortality for 
preventable illnesses, ineffective control measures, severe underreporting of illness, 
and a cultural continuation of harmful practices due to the reliance on traditional 
healers (Kassaye et al., 2006, Vecchiato, 1997, Workneh et al., 2018). 

In a nation where seven out of 10 of the most prominent causes of death 
are communicable diseases, the CDC recognizes Ethiopia as especially vulnerable 
to zoonotic diseases including brucellosis and rabies, community compliance with 
medicalized treatment and prevention efforts is essential for population health (In-
stitute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, 2017, Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2019). Tuberculosis is the fourth leading cause of death in Ethiopia, yet 
false beliefs around the diseases’ etiology and highly medicalized treatments lead to 
generalized avoidance and fear from community members in endemic regions. Cul-
tural practices such as shared drinking vessels and water pipe smoking in funerary 
gatherings perpetrate the spread of infection (IHME, 2019, Vecchiato, 1997). 

The rural Sidama community of Dongara, south of Addis Ababa, believes 
that disease, specifically tuberculosis, is caused by poor nutrition and blood quality, 
excessive work, exposure to the sun, and evil spirits. The Sidama term for tuberculo-
sis, balamo, is used as an insult or a curse, and the disease itself is heavily stigmatized 
in an area where the illness is reaching endemic proportions. In their community, 
traditional remedies (Sidama taghiccho) like herbal medicines are considered favor-
able to modern medicine to treat tuberculosis, other treatment forms include the 
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consumption of ‘good food,’ of goat and cattle blood and raw eggs. Herbal medi-
cines are largely used to induce vomiting to expel ‘bad blood' with few to no other 
curative qualities. The accepted and effective treatment for tuberculosis is a strict, 
six month dual antibiotic regimen (Nguyen & Thompson, 2006). While prophy-
lactic measures such as avoidance of an infected person can help curb the spread of 
infection, other prevention methods include avoidance of excessive work and eating 
“good foods,” factors which may strengthen the immune system but do not protect 
against tuberculosis. A minority of the Sidama people also held the concern that tu-
berculosis infection cannot be prevented but that it instead spontaneously generates, 
making any effort at prevention futile (Vecchiato, 1997). As an incredibly infectious 
disease, tuberculosis persists within the Sidama community as treatment and con-
tainment efforts fail to attack the mycobacterium tuberculosis. While global tuber-
culosis infections struggle to be contained due to the overuse of antibiotics leading 
to resistance, containment measures in areas practicing solely traditional medicine 
fail as community compliance with antibiotic use is difficult to attain (Nguyen & 
Thompson, 2006). Widespread under-reliance on biomedical approaches result in 
underreporting of infectious diseases and the true prevalence of diseases like tuber-
culosis, malaria, and HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia is unknown (Vecchiato, 1997). 

Comparing the health statistics from rural areas, which are more likely to 
utilize traditional medicine, to urban areas, which are more likely to utilize biomed-
icine, is an effective way to understand how  reliance on traditional medicine re-
sults in worsened health outcomes, as well as differences in health seeking behaviors 
across various populations. Traditional medicine is more frequently used in rural ar-
eas compared to biomedicine largely due to the geographical and financial availabili-
ty of health services (World Health Organization, 2001, World Bank Group, 2005). 

Comparable to other countries with similar per capita incomes, wealth-based 
inequality in Ethiopia remains large and highly pronounced by region as wealth 
is centralized in urban regions and poverty is widespread in rural regions (WBG, 
2005). Less than 22% of Ethiopians live in urban areas with direct access to medical 
practices (CIA, 2018).

The low rate of household bed net ownership (<1% in malaria-endemic, 
rural regions) continues to exacerbate the spread of mosquito-borne illness. In these 
areas, medicinal plants like Olea europaea and Balanites aegyptiaca are instead used 
to treat malaria with no prophylactic measures (Yadav, 2013). In comparison, rates 
of ownership in urban areas are three times higher, reaching 32% in some areas. 
Significant differences in urban versus rural vaccine coverage highlight weaknesses 
in biomedical outreach activities as children in rural areas are on average 30% less 
likely than children in urban areas to receive vaccines with some regional differences 

as high as 74% (WBG, 2005). 
In rural regions of Ethiopia, knowledge about HIV/AIDS and symptoms is 

high and rates of HIV/AIDS tends to be higher in urban regions. Despite this suc-
cess, knowledge of STIs and symptoms are much lower (WBG, 2005). Traditional 
medicine, specifically medicinal plants in rural Ethiopia are frequently used for the 
treatment of sexually transmitted infections like syphilis (Balanites aegyptiaca, Sole-
nostemma arghel), gonorrhoea (Salvadora persica), herpes (Balanites aegyptiaca), and 
hepatitis (Tribulus terrestris), a reliance on traditional medicine for these infections 
is a likely reason for avoidance of biomedical knowledge or treatment (Yadav, 2013).

How does a visible binary between biomedical and traditional models impact 
public health interventions? In 2015 the WHO launched treatment guidelines for 
chronic hepatitis B management in low to middle income countries and was recog-
nized as a failed program in Ethiopia due to a severe lack of cultural inclusion stan-
dards. In the Ethiopian cohort of over 1,200 individuals, the WHO criteria failed to 
detect 51.6% of cases in need of treatment. The failure of the treatment guidelines 
was hypothesized to largely be due to their iteration in a European, American, and 
Asian cultural context with no data employed from Sub-Saharan Africa and the 
assumption that all participants employed a biomedical view of hepatitis. The lack 
of precision in Sub-Saharan cohorts demands a reconsideration of diagnostic and 
treatment guidelines and inclusion of local data in order to curb rates in Ethiopia 
and attain the WHO’s goal of eliminating viral hepatitis B as a major health threat 
by 2030 (Aberra et al., 2019, EASL, 2019, Dusheiko & Lemoine, 2019). The study 
defined the participants as ‘treatment-naive’ (referring to biomedical treatments) 
and did not acknowledge the use of traditional medicine or cultural views of hep-
atitis B (Aberra et al., 2019, Dusheiko & Lemoine, 2019). While hepatitis B is a 
disease which requires biomedical approaches for effective management, sole use of 
Western medicine and a lack of cultural competency in an area which heavily utiliz-
es traditional medicine is a recipe for failure.

Section 4: Country Comparison - Panama
How does the reliance on traditional medicine in Ethiopia compare to oth-

er regions, and how have government agencies combatted the detrimental health 
effects of the affected populations? Health outcomes, including maternal mortality 
rates (MMRs) for indigenous women who practice traditional medicine across Cen-
tral America remain at unacceptable levels, especially as the indigenous population 
accounts for the second largest population group in the geographical isthmus (Lock-
lear, Perez, Caceres & Mahady, 2013). Cultural acceptance of necessary collabora-
tion with traditional healing methods and biomedical resources has been recognized 
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by the governments of Nicaragua, Guatemala, and Panama; Panama specifically has 
been working to incorporate a shared health model from a legal standpoint since 
1999 and has been creating interventions for individual subcultures since the early 
1970s (WHO, 2001). 

In 1973, the health officials of the Bocas del Toro province in central Panama 
on the Atlantic Coast enacted a rural health program to combat the high rates of ill-
ness sourced from the reliance on traditional medicine in the indigenous Ngawbere 
population with a series of effective interventions culminating in both increased 
population health and a positive relationship between biomedical professionals and 
the community. In comparison to the WHO hepatitis intervention in Ethiopia, 
Panamanian officials employed cultural awareness tactics as a focal point of the pro-
gram, leading to drastically different outcomes. Prior to the invasion of the United 
Fruit Company in 1899, biomedical practices were unheard of in the region and 
traditional medicine continued to be both the preferred and more respected mod-
el among the community. Under this new program, traditional healers, including 
herbalists and diviners, successfully worked alongside biomedically trained health 
assistants and midwives in a respectful and collaborative manner.

Health assistants, employed at health posts enacted through the program, 
were culturally knowledgeable individuals who spoke the local language and pos-
sessed a baseline level of biomedical training to treat minor health problems and 
refer community members to outside hospitals. Health assistants arranged trans-
portation to medical facilities, typically by boat, removing the geographical barrier 
to services. Health posts were equipped with battery powered generators to refrig-
erate vaccines as well as various medications. Traditional healers including diviners 
and herbalists remained highly valued under the province’s rural health program 
and were essential in the acceptance of health posts within the community; at the 
time of the ethnographic study, 91.7% of health assistants were involved in mutual 
referrals between themselves and traditional healers (Bletzer, Keith, 1988). These 
measures were implemented so that the Ngawbere community was able to trust the 
biomedical services offered and the indigenous culture was not stripped from the 
community. 

Since this early intervention, Panama continues to make sizable efforts to 
incorporate traditional medicine into the country's healthcare system including the 
training and integration of traditional birth attendants into the healthcare system, 
increased funding for research on medicinal plants, recommendations for cooper-
ative and collaborative practices between traditional and biomedical healers, repre-
sentation of each indigenous community in the Panamanian Medical Association, 
and the legal protection, promotion, and conservation of traditional medical prac-

tices (WHO, 2001). Panama health officials work on collaborating biomedical and 
traditional health practices for the sake of indigenous acceptance and trust as well 
as the celebration of national heritage. Although the nation has a long road ahead 
to ensure heightened population health and many communities are still vehemently 
deterred from approaching forms of Western medicine, in comparison to nearby 
nations like Honduras, remarkable progress has been made. The Hondorun Health 
Code of 1966, which is still in use, states: “the practice of naturopathy, homeopathy, 
empiricism, and other occupations considered to be harmful or useless by the Secre-
tariat for Public Health and Social Welfare shall be prohibited in the country. Practi-
tioners of traditional medicine are not granted exemplary status” (WHO, 2001). By 
not only excluding the traditional model, but identifying it as inherently harmful, 
the Honduran health system created an environment of mistrust and avoidance 
from the indigenous community, exemplifying the unnecessary binary between cul-
ture and medicine (WHO, 2001). 

Other global examples of successful integration between the biomedical and 
traditional health models include the use of practices like acupuncture and ayurve-
da, medicinal herbs like Artemisia annua and Sutherlandia microphylla, and phar-
maceutical drugs derived from indigenous medicine like quinine, salicylic acid, and 
artemisinin. Sutherlandia microphylla, found in South Africa, has been recognized 
as a breakthrough drug in improving the quality of life for people living with HIV, 
increasing energy, appetite, and body mass. Artemisia annua, found across arid re-
gions of China, is an effective treatment for resistant forms of malaria as use of the 
medicinal plant is estimated to save about one million lives annually (WHO, n.d.).

Section 5: Strategies for Integration
In the scenarios where upheld beliefs manifest disease and disrupt contain-

ment abilities, how can health workers minimize harm while maintaining a respect-
ful relationship with the community? Recognition of the emic (insider) perspective 
of a culture versus the etic (outsider) perspective allows researchers to understand the 
specific health beliefs of a community and is an essential factor in creating successful 
relationships and interventions (Merson et al., 2011). As individuals in a Western 
culture with healthcare systems that are entirely biomedically dominated and dis-
missive of alternative or traditional therapies, the view that diseases spread by moral 
injunctions and supernatural jurisdiction appears inconceivable. For groups with 
altered health beliefs from the Western perspective, the social value of traditional 
healers and normality of traditional medicine instead forces Western medicine to 
appear as the deviation from the norm. As Westerners and indigenous subcultures 
practicing traditional medicine stare at each other and create a binary of normal/
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abnormal, Westerners begin to see the socially learned shared meanings and values 
which guide behavior in a culture as inherently right or wrong rather than ethno-
graphically unique. It is not the goal of Western health providers to strip cultures of 
their indigenous practices, rather to adapt specific activities to increase population 
health. Inclusion of traditional medicine within the biomedical model in recent 
decades, including chiropractors, doulas, acupuncturists, aromatherapy, and herbal 
remedies have been shown to advance overall health and proves that inclusion of 
both traditional and biomedical practices, rather than reliance on a single model, is 
beneficial (Kozhimannil et al., 2014, Mendel, 2004). 

Factors essential for a successful biomedical approach in a culture practicing 
traditional medicine include recognition of the common good, respect in collabo-
rative efforts, universalizability, and ethnocultural sensitivity (Crigger & Holcomb, 
2007, Eckersley, 2005). Recognition of the common good refers to the benefit of an 
action to an entire community over an individual. In collaboration efforts, the trust 
of many is at stake just as is the health of few. Respect in collaboration efforts refers 
to the ethnocentric superiority often held by Western-trained health professionals; 
when entering as an outsider, a licensed medical doctor is likely perceived as equal 
or lower value than the role of a community healer (Kassaye et al., 2006). Mutual 
respect, rather than top-down demands of traditional healers, are necessary for gain-
ing the trust and acceptance of medical personnel within the culture and, eventually, 
the community (Crigger & Holcomb, 2007). 

In addition to these suggestions, flaws in the Western biomedical system 
must be explored including ways to employ traditional medicine to fill in the cur-
rent gaps left in the biomedical system. Cultural sensitivity training for medical 
personnel practicing outside of their own culture to educate them on indigenous 
interpretations, expectations, beliefs, and values of illness and treatment is essential 
in understanding the true burden of disease in the area (Kagawa-Singer & Kas-
sim-Lakha, 2003).

As etic Westerners enter emic territory, recognition of historical forces is also 
important. Indigenous cultures across the world have historically been forcefully oc-
cupied, colonized, and oppressed by etic powers. In the example of cholera in Haiti, 
the rejection of biomedical treatments and upheld beliefs of alternative agents of 
disease alongside destruction from the earthquake, mistrust of voodoo priests, and 
Haiti’s rich history of abuse from European and North American powers ultimate-
ly led to community revolt that ensued (HRC, 2010, Sandoval, 2013). Informed 
health efforts must recognize that population health is a woven web of history, cul-
ture, politics, economics, environment, psychosocial factors, and actions (Eckersley, 
2005). The neglect of culture within the biomedical model, as previously discussed, 

leads to the perpetration of disease in these regions. Compare this to the collectiv-
ist ideals of traditional medicine, where culturally-based traditional medicine has 
shortcomings in biological identification and treatment of disease, the holistic view 
of health and promotion of factors beyond those medically tied to the disease leads 
to increased trust of traditional health practitioners and social cohesion of shared 
beliefs. Entering a community with solely an outside perspective results in mistrust 
and avoidance of health-seeking behaviors. Biomedically based interventions, both 
in times of emergency (cholera in Haiti), and to solve chronic ailments (hepatitis in 
Ethiopia) from a western lens with a lack of cultural sensitivity both fail and lead to 
the continued spread of disease. Health promotion programs, like the one imple-
mented in rural Panama, prove effective as traditional and biomedical treatments are 
integrated with one another rather than trying to strip the Ngawbere community 
from their cultural practices in favor of a biomedical approach. A multifaceted and 
culturally-aware approach to disease control in areas practicing traditional medicine 
is necessary to facilitate a respectful and successful intervention. 

Mica Curtin-Bowen Culture and Medicine



20 21

References 

Aberra, H., Desalegn, H., Berhe, N., Mekasha, B., Medhin, G., Gundersen, S. G., 
& Johannessen, A. (2019). The WHO guidelines for chronic hepatitis B fail to 
detect half of the patients in need of treatment in Ethiopia. Journal of hepatology, 
70(6), 1065-1071.

Board on Neuroscience and Behavioral Health, Institute of Medicine. (2002), 
Committee on Communication for Behavior Change in the 21st Century: 
Improving the health of diverse populations. Speaking of health: Assessing health 
communication strategies for diverse populations. Washington, DC: National 
Academy Press. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2019, August 16). CDC Global 
Health - Ethiopia. Retrieved November 6, 2019, from https://www.cdc.gov/
globalhealth/countries/ethiopia/default.htm.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2014, November 7). Cholera in Hai-
ti. Retrieved from https://www.cdc.gov/cholera/haiti/index.html.

Central Intelligence Agency. (2018, February 1). The World Factbook: Ethiopia. 
Retrieved November 8, 2019, from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-
world-factbook/geos/et.html.

Crigger, N. J., & Holcomb, L. (2007). Practical strategies for providing culturally 
sensitive, ethical care in developing nations. Journal of Transcultural Nursing, 18(1), 
70-76.

Duffy, J. (1992). The sanitarians: a history of American public health. University of 
Illinois Press.

Dusheiko, G., & Lemoine, M. (2019). An appraisal of the WHO hepatitis B 
treatment guidelines applicability to Africans. Journal of hepatology, 70(6), 1046-
1048

EASL (2019, March 28). Retrieved from https://easl.eu/press-release/the-who-
guidelines-for-chronic-hepatitis-b-fail-to-detect-half-of-the-patients-in-need-of-
treatment-in-ethiopia/

Eckersley, R. (2005). Is modern Western culture a health hazard?. International 
journal of epidemiology, 35(2), 252-258.

Engel, G. L. (1977). The need for a new medical model: a challenge for biomedi-
cine. Science, 196(4286), 129-136.

Farre, A., & Rapley, T. (2017). The New Old (and Old New) Medical Model: 
Four Decades Navigating the Biomedical and Psychosocial Understandings of 
Health and Illness. Healthcare, 5(4), 88. doi: 10.3390/healthcare5040088

Haitian Red Cross HRC (2010). Cholera outbreak: note on community beliefs, 
feelings, and perceptions, Haitian Red Cross Psychosocial Report Programme, 
December 9th 2010. 

Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation. (2017, September 18). Ethiopia Sta-
tistics. Retrieved November 5, 2019, from http://www.healthdata.org/ethiopia.

Kagawa-Singer, M., & Kassim-Lakha, S. (2003). A strategy to reduce cross-cultur-
al miscommunication and increase the likelihood of improving health outcomes. 
Academic Medicine, 78(6), 577-587.

Kassaye, K. D., Amberbir, A., Getachew, B., & Mussema, Y. (2006). A historical 
overview of traditional medicine practices and policy in Ethiopia. Ethiopian Jour-
nal of Health Development, 20(2), 127-134.

Kahissay, M. H., Fenta, T. G., & Boon, H. (2017). Beliefs and perception of ill-
health causation: a socio-cultural qualitative study in rural North-Eastern Ethio-
pia. BMC public health, 17(1), 124.

Keith, V., & Bletzer, A. (1988). Health Care Among The Ngawbere In Panama. 
Cultural Survival Quarterly Magazine, 12(1). Retrieved from https://www.cultural-
survival.org/publications/cultural-survival-quarterly/health-care-among-ngawbere-
panama

Kozhimannil, K. B., Attanasio, L. B., Jou, J., Joarnt, L. K., Johnson, P. J., & 
Gjerdingen, D. K. (2014). Potential benefits of increased access to doula support 
during childbirth. The American journal of managed care, 20(8), e340.

Locklear, T. D., Perez, A., Caceres, A., & Mahady, G. B. (2013). Women's 
Health in Central America: The Complexity of Issues and the Need to Focus 
on Indigenous Healthcare. Current Women's Health Reviews, 9(1), 30–40. doi: 
10.2174/1573404811309010002

Mendel, J. (2004). Evidenced based medicine. Benefits, limitations and issues for 
complementary and alternative medicine. Australian Journal of Holistic Nursing, 
The, 11(2), 21.

Merson, M. H., Black, R. E., & Mills, A. J. (2011). Global health. Jones & Bartlett 
Publishers.

Mica Curtin-Bowen Culture and Medicine



22 23

Minority Rights Group International. (2018, January). World Directory of Mi-
norities and Indigenous Peoples - Ethiopia. Retrieved November 20, 2019, from 
https://www.refworld.org/docid/4954ce295.html.

Nguyen, L., & Thompson, C. J. (2006). Foundations of antibiotic resistance in 
bacterial physiology: the mycobacterial paradigm. Trends in microbiology, 14(7), 
304-312

Parsons, T. (1975). The sick role and the role of the physician reconsidered. The 
Milbank Memorial Fund Quarterly. Health and Society, 257-278.

Sandoval, C. (2013). Methodology of the Oppressed (Vol. 18). U of Minnesota Press. 

Schaller, M., & Murray, D. R. (2008). Pathogens, personality, and culture: Disease 
prevalence predicts worldwide variability in sociosexuality, extraversion, and open-
ness to experience. Journal of personality and social psychology, 95(1), 212.

The World Bank Group. (2005). Ethiopia: A Country Status Report on Health 
and Poverty Volume II. Document of the World Bank. Retrieved from https://sitere-
sources.worldbank.org/INTAFRICA/Resources/no_81.pdf

Tyler, E. B. (1871). Primitive culture. London, UK: J. Murray. 

Ujah, I. A., Nwaokorie, F., Adeneye, A., Oladele, D., Bamidele, T., Musa, S., ... & 
Smith, S. (2015). A review of perception and myth on causes of cholera infection 
in endemic areas of Nigeria. African journal of microbiology research, 9(9), 557-564.

Vecchiato, N. L. (1997). Sociocultural aspects of tuberculosis control in Ethiopia. 
Medical anthropology quarterly, 11(2), 183-201.

Wade, D. T., & Halligan, P. W. (2004). Do biomedical models of illness make for 
good healthcare systems?. BMJ, 329(7479), 1398-1401.

Weber, M. (1947). The theory of social and economic organization. Simon and 
Schuster.

Weiss, M. G., Ramakrishna, J., & Somma, D. (2006). Health-related stigma: 
rethinking concepts and interventions. Psychology, health & medicine, 11(3), 277-
287.

Workneh, T., Emirie, G., Kaba, M., Mekonnen, Y., & Kloos, H. (2018). Percep-
tions of health and illness among the Konso people of southwestern Ethiopia: 
persistence and change. Journal of ethnobiology and ethnomedicine, 14(1), 18.

World Health Organization. (2015). Guidelines for the Prevention Care and Treat-
ment of Persons with Chronic Hepatitis B Infection: Mar-15. World Health Organi-
zation.

World Health Organization. (2001). Legal Status of Traditional Medicine and 
Complementary/Alternative Medicine: A Worldwide Review. Retrieved from 
https://apps.who.int/medicinedocs/pdf/h2943e/h2943e.pdf

World Health Organization. (n.d.). Traditional Medicine. Retrieved November 10, 
2019, from https://www.afro.who.int/health-topics/traditional-medicine.

Yadav, H. R. (2013). Medicinal plants in folk medicine system of Ethiopia. Journal 
of Poisonous and Medicinal Plants, 1(1), 7–11.

Mica Curtin-Bowen Culture and Medicine



25

Abstract:

History

Restoring Power and Creating Tense 
Conditions: 

The Top-Down-Caused Collapse of Colonialism in Latin 
America

Quentin Bernhard
Class of 2020

Drawing on analysis of historical events developed through en-
gagement with a comprehensive secondary text on Latin American 
colonialism and other secondary and primary sources discussed 
in the course, this paper considers the ways in which the decline 
of Spanish and Portuguese colonialism in Latin America and the 
Caribbean can best be understood as the result of top-down-led 
forces and developments. The significance of top-down and bot-
tom-up forces are examined in order to make sense of increased 
resentment and frustrations among the diverse peoples of Spain 
and Portugal’s colonial holdings. The role of administrative and 
economic reforms initiated by the leaders of the colonial powers, 
events and power struggles among the colonial European powers, 
and the reactionary motives of the creoles and other colonial elites 
that led revolutionary efforts demonstrate the top-down nature 
of change and colonial decline in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries, as led by figures and actions in the Americas
and in Europe. While the collapse of the “colonial ‘consensus’” 
was a time of marked historical change with tremendous political, 
social, and economic implications, it was precipitated by actions 
initiated in Europe and often brought about with the influence of 
reactionary forces in the colonies that maintained major conserva-
tive power structures.

Chicago Style 

The demise of Spanish and Portuguese colonialism in the Americas in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries resulted from a series of organized chang-
es, some of them brought about in colonized areas by bottom-up forces and others 
initiated by top-down forces in both Europe and the Americas. Top-down forces 
were more important than bottom-up forces, often creating conditions that height-
ened tensions between colonized peoples and Europeans, although both played 
significant roles in the “age of change,” as the decades leading to independence 
in most Latin American nations are called by historians Matthew Restall and Kris 
Lane. It only makes sense that forces from multiple directions and several different 
changes in colonial Latin America and the Caribbean were needed to bring about 
independence from the Iberian powers; colonialism was, after all, maintained over 
the course of centuries by the Spanish and the Portuguese through such structures 
as the Catholic Church, slavery, forced labor, and European conceptions of gender. 

Even given the long dominance of these imperial structures across vast re-
gions of the Americas, that very vastness complicates the idea that revolutions and 
independence movements can be simply described as a collapse of “colonial ‘con-
sensus.’” A challenge exists in defining “colonial ‘consensus,’”1 especially given the 
various actors involved in revolutions that each had different ends to claim based 
on their relative privilege or exploitation. Rebellions and independence movements 
were formed by indigenous Americans, Africans, the enslaved, elites, creoles, church 
officials, mixed-race people of various hierarchical racial castes, and others, bringing 
with them diverse visions of a revolutionary society that would replace the colonial 
one. For all their differences, it was the shared experience of European oppression 
and frustrations with colonialism, propelled by reforms and often-overseas events, 
that fostered—if only temporary—unity, offering the conceivability of large-scale 
bottom-up independence movements. The movements were thus a product of top-
down changes that precipitated the demise of colonialism, engineered in some in-
stances by colonial elites but more often brought about by actions related to Spain 
and Portugal.

Administrative and economic reorganization initiated by the Bourbons and 
Pombal—probably the most clearly top-down development in the last century of 
major Latin American colonialism—caused discontent and, eventually, rebellion in 
the Americas. The Bourbons were monarchs of French descent who took control of 
the Spanish throne with the end of the Habsburg line in the early eighteenth centu-
ry, while King Philip V. Marquês de Pombal became the prime minister of Portugal 

1 Term from assignment prompt. “Colonial ‘consensus’” is a phrase used by historians to discuss the 
decline and change of existing colonial relationships and structures during this time, as used in the 
course.
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a few decades later, and the leaders of both Iberian nations set about reorganizing 
their methods of colonial control with the hope of bringing even greater wealth to 
their respective empires, particularly in the face of the rising British and French 
empires.2 Bourbon and Pombaline reforms were implemented for an array of more 
specific objectives that collectively, according to their proponents, would increase 
imperial wealth and power: the increased fortification and military protection of 
colonial lands; the greater regulation of corruption and contraband trade involving 
pirates and actors who, per the mercantilist policy of the imperial powers, were not 
permitted to benefit from the labor and resources of the colonies; the limiting of 
the power of the church; the placement of more Iberian-born people in positions of 
colonial power; the raising of more taxes and tributes; and the forced increased out-
put of mines, plantations, and other sources of resources in the Americas.3 Several 
of these reforms directly led to resentment and increased the tension between Latin 
Americans and Iberians that would fuel independence: demands for greater labor 
output meant further exploitation, especially of indigenous and African-descended 
peoples; greater demands for taxes and tributes meant greater dependence on Iberia 
and less opportunities for personal economic self-betterment; and the placement of 
peninsulars in positions of authority upset balances of power with creoles and other 
members of the colonial elite, leading to their resentment of colonialism more gen-
erally.4 In particular, the centralization of administrative and economic activity and 
elevated tax burdens reshaped the relationship between peoples on each side of the 
Atlantic and caused frustrations, particularly among creole elites, about a movement 
away from systems that they believed had afforded them greater religious, economic, 
and political opportunity and, among all Latin Americans, about problems with 
local governance.5

European events such as wars, invasions, and conventions in the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries—also representative of top-down changes in 
colonialism—caused even more revolutionary sentiments in the Americas. Further, 
European events led in some instances to reforms, meaning that the events at times 
caused reforms, as discussed in the paragraph above, that, in turn, were causes of 
colonialism’s decline. Spain and Portugal saw increased competition for colonial 
dominance with the emergence of France and Great Britain in the Americas, and 
the conflicts between them were in many ways an attempted defense of a fragile he-
gemony over the Americas that was increasingly threatened. The War of the Spanish 

2 Matthew Restall and Kris Lane, Latin America in Colonial Times (Cambridge University Press, 
2011), 234-253.
3 Restall and Lane, Latin America in Colonial Times, 246.
4 Restall and Lane, Latin America in Colonial Times, 234-253
5 Restall and Lane, Latin America in Colonial Times, 252-253.

Succession, the Seven Years’ War, the American Revolution, and the Napoleonic 
Wars that followed the French Revolution each brought different wins and losses 
to Great Britain, France, Spain, and Portugal, but they collectively demonstrated 
the extent to which colonialism, for the European powers involved, had become an 
imperial struggle focused in many ways on preventing the dominance of any single 
empire.6 The Spanish crown’s—and to a lesser extent the Portuguese crown’s—pre-
occupation with international dominance allowed the peoples of the Americas to 
question the extent to which the crown truly wished to pursue their best interests. 
The desire for wealth that led to even greater exploitation in mines and plantations 
likely only served to reinforce resentment and anger, and the cost of wars in the im-
perial power struggles only increased workers’ and slaves’ tax burden. The European 
struggles for control of Spain that began with the War of the Spanish Succession 
and continued with Napoleon’s capture of Spain in the early nineteenth century 
allowed the peoples of Spanish America to consider the extent to which they could 
govern themselves independently from Spain.7 While the residence of a Portuguese 
monarch in Brazil during the Napoleonic Wars set that nation on a different path 
to independence, the lack of certainty with regard to the Spanish monarchy during 
those years and the success of the Haitian Revolution suggested to Spanish Amer-
icans that independence was possible. Even in Brazil, while the Portuguese crown 
had not been undermined by European conflicts the way the Spanish crown had 
been, revolutions in the U.S., France, and Haiti combined with Enlightenment 
ideas to make independence and an end to the colonial system seem both possible 
and desirable to some.8

Events in the Americas also had major impacts on revolutionary movements. 
Upheaval surrounding late-colonial rebellions, such as those of Túpac Amaru and 
the Comuneros, represented the serious grievances of Latin Americans in the de-
cades leading to independence. While these bottom-up changes differed from the 
top-down European changes that have thus far been the focus of this essay, they, 
too, were a cause of revolution; a cause, however, that was catalyzed by changes 
driven by imperial European powers. Rebels’ actions and grievances were a direct 
response to both Bourbon and Pombaline reforms and European events, suggesting 
that they occurred as a result of those policies and events. This is not to belittle Latin 
Americans’ legitimate grievances against a harsh and unfair system or to suggest that 
they would have never been compelled to fight for independence without Europe-
an “missteps” and struggles; it is to say, rather, that independence and revolution 

6 Restall and Lane, Latin America in Colonial Times, 236-241.
7 Restall and Lane, Latin America in Colonial Times, 236-241.
8 Restall and Lane, Latin America in Colonial Times, 274-291.
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came when they did in no small part because of top-down reforms and imperial 
struggles. Independence, then, was part of a particular chain of events that, however 
imprecisely, has been called the collapse of “colonial ‘consensus.’” The Túpac Amaru 
Rebellion, led by Native Americans, was distinct from later efforts that were led by 
creoles and focused to some degree on ideas of an independent nation, meaning 
that, even though the rebellion was even more revolutionary in nature, it is hard to 
link it directly to the later independence movements that resulted in new nations.9

The nature of ‘revolution’ in Latin American nations must be considered, as 
independence was driven by top-down concerns in many Latin American nations 
and, at least to colonial elites, related more to restoring than reimagining society. In 
many ways, revolution was fueled by micropatriotism rather than nationalism, by 
local concerns rather than national unity, and, at least in the context of the Revo-
lution in Mexico and the rebellions of the 1780s, by a desire for the “restoration of 
an imaginary golden age of mutual respect and reciprocity” that was “not intention-
ally revolutionary.”10 That said, it is important to note that the Haitian Revolution 
was an exception, as were some others, in that the entire governing regime was 
overturned in the name of radical equality; thus, ultimately, “Latin America and 
the Caribbean,” a diverse set of regions, cannot be precisely described in broad, 
overarching terms that fail to account for political, social, economic, and cultural 
differences among regions. 

Yet, in many cases, creoles and colonial elites claimed privileges in the ad-
ministrative and religious orders and resented the privileges that the crown granted 
European-born people. According to historians Restall and Lane, “Creoles realized 
that this imperial arrogance revealed that Americans’ true interests lay with other 
Americans; there could be no hope of fair treatment from Europeans.”11 Their reali-
zation made possible their cross-class, interracial alliances. However, their self-inter-
ested attempts to “restore” their own privileges as well as the power of the Catholic 
Church to where they had been before Bourbon and Pombaline reforms, along with 
their central role in many uprisings and revolutionary movements, undercut the rev-
olutionary nature of those efforts. Despite the involvement of many people of color, 
African and indigenous, and the influence of Enlightenment ideas, creoles’ efforts 
were not primarily based on radical ideals and revolution, but on a desire to sever 
European dependence while preserving elites’ power. Many revolutions were, ulti-

9 Charles Walker, Chapter 2, “The Túpac Amaru Rebellion: Protonationalism and Inca Revivalism,” 
in Smoldering Ashes: Cuzco and the Creation of Republican Peru, 1780-1840, 16-54 (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1999), 18-19.
10 Restall and Lane, Latin America in Colonial Times, 276.
11 Restall and Lane, Latin America in Colonial Times, 271.

mately, conservative and reactionary.12 Jose María Morelos’s “Sentiments of the Na-
tion” states that “the Catholic religion shall be the only one” and bars the entrance 
of many “foreigners,” highlighting the revolutionary centrality of conservative forces 
upheld by the higher echelons of colonial society.13

But does the contention itself that elites’ special interests and efforts for 
self-preservation were central in anti-colonial movements confer a special signifi-
cance upon them, one that relegates the interests and efforts of enslaved and work-
ing—often African- and indigenous-descended— people to a place of lesser im-
portance? The contributions of these individuals certainly must not be overlooked 
when considering anti-colonial efforts, and their tremendous numbers and commit-
ment to building states that overcame racial hierarchies meant that, in many ways, 
they themselves could serve as the driving force in revolutionary change, as they had 
in Haiti, with or without creole leadership; nevertheless, conservative notions of 
anti-colonialism upheld by colonial elites seemed to prevail in the revolutions and 
new orders of many Latin American nations. 

While indigenous and African-descended peoples played major roles in 
many uprisings, revolutions in places like Mexico and Brazil preserved conservative 
structures of power. These structures preserved inequalities and the relative power 
of elites, even if the legacy of revolution was not only conservative, as the successful 
rejection of imperial exploitation and the prominent struggles of people of color 
surely offered hope of even greater transformative changes, regardless of elites’ lack 
of desire to have them fully realized. The revolutionary figure Simón Bolívar, in 
his letter to a gentleman from Jamaica, speaks collectively of the diverse peoples 
of South America, claiming that “we have been freed” and severed the “chains,” 
“chains” that bound them to Spain in the “immense monarchy” of colonialism.14 
Yet, despite the inclusivity and revolutionary nature of “the Liberator’s” efforts, he 
admitted that large, newly independent nations would likely turn to monarchy, and 
conservative forces, such as the Catholic Church and the patriarchy, maintained 
significant power in the wake of the revolutions of Latin America, reflecting a sort 
of top-down dominance of revolution in the Americas themselves.15 Conservative 
top-down forces in many ways brought about and benefited from independence.

It is important to think about the top-down nature of colonial collapse in 

12 Restall and Lane, Latin America in Colonial Times, 279.
13 Jose María Morelos, “Jose María Morelos’s ‘Sentiments of the Nation (1813),’” in Mills and 
Taylor, 342-343.
14 Simón Bolívar, “Reply of a South American to a Gentleman of this Island (Jamaica),” Selected 
Writings of Bolívar, trans. Lewis Bertrand (New York: The Colonial Press, Inc., 1951).
15 “The Liberator,” “el Libertador,” is a name attributed to Bolívar frequently in popular and academ-
ic discourse.
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terms of Jeremy Adelman’s “reconstituted legacies.” While less rigid than “deep 
structures,” “reconstituted legacies” point to the fact that significant continuities, 
particularly in the form of dominating power structures, prevail in the face of even 
‘revolutionary’ changes in Latin American history. Iberian top-down forces, in the 
form of overseas events and economic and administrative reforms, brought about 
the conditions for the collapse of colonialism and led to the frustrations at the heart 
of independence movements, yet independence failed to guarantee a complete re-
imagining of the political, economic, and social orders in Latin American nations. 
As Adelman explains when discussing the concept of “reconstituted legacies,” “rup-
tures seldom demolish old structures.”16 Although agency was exhibited by the lead-
ers of movements and rebellions, that agency was shaped by structures of power that 
elevated tensions, and the movements and new creole leaders were often invested in 
preserving colonial structures like the church and political stratification. Thus, while 
revolutionaries’ agency was significant in making independence happen, it did not 
operate outside the legacy of colonialism built by top-down forces on both sides of 
the Atlantic.

16 Jeremy Adelman, “Introduction: The Problem of Persistence in Latin American History” in Colo-
nial Legacies: The Problem of Persistence in Latin American History (New York: Routledge, 1999), 10.

Quentin Bernhard
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Abstract:

The study of operatic traditions and modes over its centuries-long 
history has isolated key stylistic periods into which works can be 
classified based on their adherence to critical defining mechanisms. 
One such movement of note was the Neoclassical period, which
characterized a large portion of 20th century composition. 
Russian composer Igor Stravinsky was particularly influential in 
the establishment and proliferation of this musical style and his 
works have been credited with serving as models of the neoclassi-
cal technique. This paper examines the application of these prin-
ciples to Stravinsky’s 1951 opera The Rake’s Progress. A close look 
at the score gives insight into the melding of musical practices 
from the Classical and Baroque eras of the 18th and early 19th 
centuries with novel innovations commonly introduced into con-
temporary music of Stravinsky’s day. This paper further delves into 
the relationship between the composition itself and the artwork 
that it was based upon and how subtle differences in the ways that 
the underlying story is presented are crucial in comprehending 
how the aforementioned tools ofneoclassicism extend past musical 
structures and into music’s intimate connection to culture.
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Class of 2022
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In with the Old ... and with the New
An analysis of Igor Stravinsky’s use of Neoclassical techniques in 

The Rake’s Progress

The idea in artistry of harkening back to centuries past for inspiration as a 
means of igniting newer and more innovative creations is one that has been perpet-
uated throughout the course of time. Neoclassicism, in particular, has been histori-
cally highlighted as one of the most prominent movement styles in this vein; its core 
ideology centered around a revival of Ancient Greek and Roman traditions, which 
were considered the very pinnacles of Western civilization. Notably, the 18th cen-
tury saw this movement erupt in full force across the visual art realm, giving rise to 
masterpieces by artists such as sculptor Antonio Canova and painter Jacques-Louis 
David, both of whom sought to do away with the perceived frivolity that had per-
meated within the earlier Rococo style. However, the Neoclassical movement as 
defined in the sphere of music came much later (in the 20th century) and differed 
prominently from its earlier counterpart in that its historical reference point was 
the Classical and Baroque Eras and the focus of those eras’ composers on Greek and 
Roman art (as opposed to the ancient civilizations themselves). Igor Stravinsky was 
at the forefront of this musical movement and this is seen definitively in his work 
The Rake’s Progress, which fuses centuries-old operatic traditions with modernized 
techniques to create a transcendentally Neoclassical piece. Basing his opera on etch-
ings by William Hogarth, a Rococo artist of the 18th century, Stravinsky formulated 
his music to both reflect historical precedents of the mid-1700s to mid-1800s and 
align with modernity. This can be seen not only in several key components of the 
work itself, but also in the relationship that Stravinsky sought to create between the 
storyline of his opera and the artwork that it was based on. 

Stravinsky’s score itself brings us back to a world of meticulously defined 
recitatives and arias. After the Classical and Baroque Eras, composers strayed heavily 
from this format, as evidenced in works ranging from Richard Wagner’s Götter-
dämmerung and its use of continuous arioso and unendliche melodie to Alban Berg’s 
Wozzeck and leitmotivic construction. Hearing this format suddenly reappear two 
centuries later is jarring, to say the least, and the phenomenon is made truly spec-
tacular by the reintroduction of the harpsichord to the orchestration, a uniquely 
distinctive sound that had long since fallen out of fashion. The use of this instru-
ment in the Baroque period was fundamental for the construction of the recitativo 
secco, the dialogue-like interludes meant to propel the action forward, supplemented 
only by basso continuo as opposed to larger orchestral accompaniment. The Neoclas-
sicism of Stravinsky’s work is made apparent by the overt inclusion of these kinds 
of passages. For example, one of the very first pieces in the opera is this kind of 
recitative, which functions as a way of fueling the dialogue between Tom Rakewell 
and Truelove (Anne’s father). Aurally, Stravinsky sets this dialogue up so that we are 
well aware of how exactly this moment should remind us of the Baroque period: 
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the sing-songy dialogue tells us we are in a recitative and the harpsichord (noted as 
cembalo in Stravinsky’s score) is a direct reference to the secco style (Stravinsky, 11). 
This is seen frequently throughout the opera, such as in a later scene which tran-
spires between Tom and Nick Shadow, which follows many of the same conventions 
(Stravinsky, 227). Stravinsky also employs the other form of Baroque recitative, the 
accompagnato. This style of recitative utilizes a more substantial orchestral accom-
paniment and can be seen in The Rake’s Progress with the entrance of the auctioneer, 
Sellem (Stravinsky, 178). 

However, while the inclusion of these Baroque Era staples is a definitive call-
back to the past, Stravinsky incorporated his own modern twist in the composition 
of these fundamental musical structures. Notably, he initially was strongly opposed 
to the use of sung recitatives and instead had insisted that they be formatted as spo-
ken dialogue. In a letter outlining what his proposed intentions for the opera were, 
Stravinsky wrote, “Bear in mind that I will compose not a musical drama, but just 
an opera with definitely separated numbers connected by spoken (not sung) words 
of the text, because I want to avoid the customary operatic recitative” (Carter, 578). 
While this goal did not ultimately come to fruition, an aspect of that desire did 
inevitably mark the work as distinctively Stravinskian: 

In so respecting Auden and Kallman’s libretto, Stravinsky adhered closely to 
the traditional balance in opera between text and music—that is, he privi-
leged the text in the recitatives and the music in the set pieces. And when he 
displaced the florid melismas of classical opera, the result was a unique bal-
ance of expressive vocalism and Stravinskian rhythmic control. (Carter, 581) 

This shows how, in making an English-language opera in the style of the Classical 
period, Stravinsky adapted the familiar conventions in such a way that contem-
porary audiences well-versed in the canon would be able to distinguish how his 
recitatives were uniquely his. 

 The orchestration of The Rake’s Progress is also a poignant return to Classi-
cal musicianship. Stravinsky’s orchestra was much smaller in size than those that had 
been broadened powerfully in the Romantic Era, particularly those under Wagner’s 
direction. Notably, the brass and percussion sections are significantly smaller, which 
gives rise to more distinctive string and wind solos that are better able to come up 
out of the texture. This also affects the vocal lines and the amount of projection re-
quired for any particular piece and gives Stravinsky the opportunity to more heavily 
lean into the Neoclassical framework. This structure lets him rein in the orchestra 
as he had done with the vocal lines. In reverting back to the scripted aria/recitative 

standard for singers, Stravinsky had to draw back the prominence of the orchestra 
and the impressively massive power that such large, full ensembles contain. 

 However, in this aspect too, as with the recitatives, Stravinsky’s compo-
sition modernized and adapted the historical precedent to allow for the updated 
contemporary tastes of current audiences. Notably, the use of instruments to create 
special sound effects to imitate inanimate objects is a more recent development 
that was not heard in earlier eras. In the despairing scene of Act 3, in which Tom 
narrowly manages to beat Nick in a game of cards that keeps him from losing his 
soul, the chiming of the clock to signal midnight is created by the striking of a bell 
offstage, something that Stravinsky wrote explicitly into the score (Stravinsky, 226). 
This kind of musical effect experimentation is further heard in this act with the 
purposefully noisy falling over of a spade, which shows how Stravinsky wanted to 
include newer music-making elements in order to broaden the scope of how 20th 
century composers could elicit the particular sounds needed for their scores (Stra-
vinsky, 233). 

 A further example of this multidimensional Neoclassicism can be seen in 
the opera’s finale when Baba, Nick, Anne, Tom, and Truelove all come out on stage 
to recite the key morals that the audience should take note of from their viewing of 
the performance. Breaking the fourth wall is not a 20th century invention; itera-
tions of this idea were seen much earlier in works such as Barber of Seville, where the 
character of Figaro is intended to bridge the divide between the stage and the audi-
ence through his comic actions and has some passages where he sings out towards 
the audience as opposed to the other characters on stage. Those moments histori-
cally have been fairly oblique, and the breaking of this wall was only partial as the 
connection between the stage presence and the audience members was never fully 
established, remaining firmly in the scope of the performance. In Stravinsky’s work, 
he takes this concept another step forward, smashing down the divide and writing 
directly into his composition how and when the characters should speak with the 
viewers. A similar tool was employed in Kurt Weill’s Rise and Fall of the City of Ma-
hagonny, in which narration is frequently provided to inform the audience about 
what is going on. This contrasts with past traditions, like in Wagner’s Ring Cycle in 
which, if summaries or narration were needed, they would remain within the sphere 
of the stage. This shows Stravinsky’s smooth adjustments to all those older operatic 
customs that were crucial to his basic framework in order to update them to fit with 
the newer compositional models. 

 There is an important additional factor to consider: the root of its tale and 
the art, A Rake’s Progress by William Hogarth, which gave rise to this work. Inter-
estingly, the Neoclassicism employed in Stravinsky’s music is also roughly paralleled 
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in his approach to writing the plot of the opera. The general story and morals were 
preserved in the conversion of media across time, yet some key differences do per-
sist. Notably, the rejected fiancé in Hogarth’s etchings is pregnant, which gives Tom’s 
dismissal of her a much more significant weight of disgust and betrayal (“Hogarth, 
A Rake’s Progress”). She serves a similar role across the works, saving him when he 
gets into serious trouble and remaining with him to the end. However, a prominent 
difference between the art forms lies in the fact that while the opera lays the blame of 
the corruption of Tom onto the Devil himself, presented to us in the figure of Nick 
Shadow, the etchings instead suggest that the sudden influx of wealth alone drove 
Tom to a life of depravity (“Hogarth, A Rake’s Progress”). This is crucial as it high-
lights the societal differences spanning over two centuries. While Hogarth provided 
social commentary on what he likely perceived as the degradation of morals in his 
society at the time, Strainvksy’s moral focused instead on the downsides to laziness, 
showing again his expertise in using his own distinctive lens to project pillars of 
earlier art movements onto a 20th century context. The Neoclassicism of the music 
pairs very well with this kind of understanding of Hogarth’s etchings and further 
illuminates how the aforementioned stylistic elements are a complex amalgamation 
of past and present. 

 Along these lines, the components of what makes Stravinsky’s work 
uniquely Neoclassical are only pertinent given a sufficient understanding of the his-
torical operatic precedent that led to that moment in time. Knowing the canon and 
the history of this art form is instrumental in being able to analyze how operatic 
music got to where it is and what its key influencing factors were. If an audience 
is not aware of these elements and their historical significance, this can potentially 
be problematic. What has always made Neoclassicism difficult to study (both in art 
and music) is that its entire power lies in the culture that it is based on and how 
it rose from there. Just like how a Canova sculpture might make someone think 
that it is from antiquity, to the untrained ear, Stravinsky’s work can likewise read as 
something out of the Classical or Baroque Era, especially as soon as the harpsichord 
makes its entrance. Tying all of these elements together makes for a fundamentally 
important piece in operatic education, as it serves to show how breaking apart a 
work as complex as The Rake’s Progress into its finite layers can be highly informative 
in understanding compositional frameworks, socio-political agendas, and the inter-
twining histories of music and art. 
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Abstract:

Down Syndrome is a somewhat common congenital disorder, particular-
ly for children whose mothers are over the age of 40, in which there is an extra 
21st chromosome. As a result of this extra chromosome, people afflicted with DS 
have specific physical features related to the disorder, as well as impaired cognitive 
abilities (Corfield, 2008). Children with Down Syndrome (DS) face intellectual 
disabilities in many areas; one of the most prominent and greatly affected areas is 
language (Hulme). There are varying ways in which children’s language with Down 
Syndrome can be affected. Research on this topic typically focuses on several main 
areas including expressive language, receptive language, and grammar, as well as 
verbal short term memory. Expressive language is characterized as the production 
of words and sentences, whereas receptive language is the ability to comprehend 
language (Abbeduto, Cawthon, Karadottir, Murphy, O’Brien, Richmond, & Weiss-
man, 2003). Most research has found there to be a greater deficit in expressive 
language among children with DS than receptive language. Much of the research 
on language development in children with DS involves a comparison between two 
or more genetic variances or cognitive delays, including William’s Syndrome and 
autism, as well as comparisons to typically developing (TD) children. Through an 
exploration of studies on the language development of children with DS, deficits 
and potential treatments are discussed.

Expressive Language
Expressive language is often equated with spoken language, and is a primary 

area of deficit for children with Down Syndrome in comparison to typically devel-
oping children (Jongmans et al., 2017). Much of the research on language delays 
for children with Down Syndrome includes the outcome of expressive language. In 
a meta-analytic review of fourteen different studies, it was found that on average, 
children with DS score more than ½ standard deviation (SD) lower than typical-
ly developing children (Hulme et al., 2011). The study’s researchers chose articles 
which employed picturing naming, in which children would have to name a famil-
iar object they were shown a picture of, word definitions, and opposites as a means 
to study expressive language scores (Hulme et al., 2011). Additionally, the research-
ers of this study were concerned with choosing prior articles that took into account 
the mental age of the child rather than the chronological age, as this has often been 
a confounding factor in DS language development research (Hulme, 2011). This 
meta-analysis was done to combat the frequently low participant number which 
studies relating to language development in children with DS have. However, this 
study points out that there is a flaw in the majority of studies on language deficits of 
children with DS, because there is a high rate of hearing loss for children affected by 

Language Deficits in Children with Down Syndrome

Children with Down Syndrome (DS) face intellectual disabilities 
in many areas, of which one of the most prominent and greatly af-
fected is language (Hulme, Lyster, Melby-Lervag, & Naess, 2011). 
Expressive language is often equated with spoken language, and 
is a primary area of deficit for children with Down Syndrome in 
comparison to typically developing children (Jongmans, Katt-
van den Os, Lauteslager, & Volman, 2017). Receptive language 
is often seen as a relative strength for children with DS; however, 
some research has shown that there is still a mild impairment in 
this area of language. It has also been suggested that there is a 
connection between deficits in short term memory, which may be 
present in children with DS, and language deficits. Impairment is 
also present in the form of grammar, which may be related to both 
vocabulary and expressive language deficits. While there are many 
areas of language impairment for children with Down Syndrome, 
it is possible to improve these deficits through intervention and 
treatment. This paper reviews various studies in order to conduct 
a thorough glimpse at the ways in which the development of lan-
guage in children with DS are impaired and can be treated.
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this genetic disorder. By failing to take into account that some of the children may 
have hearing loss, the large effect size showing a strong deficit in expressive language 
cannot be fully trusted. 

Expressive language is not only characterized by spoken language. In a 2017 
study, both spoken language and gestures were analyzed as forms of expressive lan-
guage (Netherlands). In this longitudinal study, both the researchers and the parents 
measured the amount of gestures and expressive vocabulary through observation. 
This study’s findings highlight the inconsistency over the genetic syndrome in lan-
guage development. The researchers found three main areas of growth in expres-
sive language: marginal growth, growth without a growth spurt, and growth with 
a growth spurt (Netherlands). These findings suggest that while there is a devel-
opment of language over time for most children with DS, there is a subgroup for 
whom language development is extremely augmented. These findings support the 
results of Hulme et al.’s meta-analysis in that two of the three means of language de-
velopment show slower acquisition of expressive language. The modality of expres-
sive language also supports the prior meta-analysis, as there were no children who 
showed growth in predominantly spoken words. The studies analyzed by Hulme et 
al. looked at the modality of primarily spoken word in respect to expressive vocab-
ulary. However, in the 2017 study, it was found that the children showed growth in 
either predominantly signed/gestured language or a combination of signed/gestured 
language and spoken word (Netherlands). Taking this into account, it is especially 
unsurprising that in comparison to typically developing children, children with DS 
score significantly lower on spoken expressive language (Hulme, 2011).

In TD children, the growth of communicative gestures and speech seems to 
occur simultaneously. While the initial use of gestures may be a way for children 
to communicate things they have not yet learned to say, they continue to improve 
these gestures even after spoken language learning has begun (Zampini & D’Odor-
ico, 2011). In another longitudinal study, the potential correlation of developmental 
trajectories between gestures and spoken word is analyzed (Zampini & D’Odorico, 
2011). Unlike many other studies on children with DS, the researchers make it clear 
that all children participating in the study have “normal or corrected-to-normal 
visual and auditory skills” (Zampini & D’Odorico, 2011, pp. 179). In including 
this, the results of this study are free from the potential confound of hearing loss. 
The children’s language and communicative abilities were measured over three years. 
The researchers found that while there was a group whose use of gestures increased, 
the group whose gestures either decreased or remained stable showed high lexical 
growth. This suggests a similarity to TD children in that a decrease in gestures is 
related to lexical growth. This also suggests that gestures may be used for a longer 

period of time for children with DS in order to compensate for language deficits (Z, 
2011). However, this study was highly limited due to a small number of participants 
(n=8), making it not generalizable to all children with DS. Expressive language defi-
cits in children with DS have been widely studied, as they appear to be much more 
prevalent than deficits in receptive language.

Receptive Language
Unlike expressive language, children with DS show less of a deficit in recep-

tive language compared to TD children. This suggests that children with DS are 
able to comprehend more than they are able to communicate (Hulme et al., 2011). 
In Hulme et al.’s meta-analytic review, the results of all fourteen studies in regards 
to receptive language were also analyzed. Their analysis found that while there was 
weaker performance for children with DS than for TD children, the effect size was 
much smaller than that of expressive language. Once the outlier was removed, the 
effect size for difference in performance dropped even lower (Hulme et al., 2011). 
These findings are consistent with many other studies that compare expressive and 
receptive language in children with DS, suggesting that receptive language is not 
as much of a deficit. These authors suggest that a possible reason for this strength, 
relative to expressive language, is due to the tasks presented as a measure for recep-
tive language. This is frequently measured via pointing to an object or picture after 
hearing a word, which the authors suppose may be less complex and require fewer 
levels of processing (Hulme et al., 2011).

A study was done in 2016 using the Down Syndrome Research Program 
at the University of Queensland database to analyze the developmental trajectory 
specifically of receptive language (Cuskelly, Povey, & Jobling, 2016). This study 
analyzed data from the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT), which is a mea-
surement designed to specifically measure receptive language (Cuskelly, Povey, & 
Jobling, 2016). The researchers found a steady increase in receptive vocabulary over 
school-age years; however, it also showed a gap between the participants who had 
DS and the typical curve that has been established by the PPVT (Cuskelly, Povey, 
& Jobling, 2016). They also found a decrease around the age of twenty, suggesting 
that once the subjects were out of school, they began to lose some of their receptive 
language skills. These results indicate a similar trajectory to TD children, in that 
receptive language typically increases over time, but differs in that once the sub-
ject with DS is out of school, their receptive language decreases. However, for TD 
children, an increase in receptive language is most often associated with an increase 
in spoken language and vocabulary (Cuskelly, Povey, & Jobling, 2016). This sug-
gests that while there is some similarity to the trajectory of this aspect of language, 

Jordan Wuerth Language Deficits in Children with Down Syndrome



42 43

the development of language functions somewhat differently for children with DS, 
particularly given that their expressive language has been shown to develop much 
more slowly. 

As discussed with expressive language, there are large amounts of variance 
among children with DS in how their language develops. In order to examine these 
variances further, a study was conducted, looking at syndrome and gender differ-
ence amongst people with DS and people with Fragile X Syndrome in respect to 
receptive language (Abbeduto, Cawthon, Karadottir, Murphy, O’Brien, Richmond, 
Weissman, 2003). Within this study, the groups were mental-age (MA) matched, in 
order to provide a fairer comparison. On the Test for Auditory Comprehension of 
Language, it was found that those with DS scored much lower than those with Frag-
ile X Syndrome, and marginally lower than TD children (Abbeduto et al., 2003). 
A strong relationship between receptive language and cognitive ability was found, 
suggesting that, as prior studies have shown, receptive language is still somewhat 
of a deficit for people with DS, particularly in those with lower cognitive abilities. 
Interestingly, the females with DS scored higher on average than the males; however, 
there is no definitive reasoning provided (Abbeduto et al., 2003).

Further studies examining the differences between DS and other genetic 
variances have examined receptive language. In a 2005 study on language differ-
ences between children with DS and children with Williams Syndrome (WS), both 
expressive and receptive language was studied (Alevriadou, Grouios, Tsapkini, & 
Ypsilanti, 2005). While the children with WS in this study performed at their age 
level (which exceeded their mental age), children with DS performed much lower 
(Alevriadou et al., 2005). This finding contradicts previous suppositions in which 
receptive language is seen as a relative strength for children with DS. This study 
found that expressive language was the only area in which a significant difference 
for mental age and performance was not found (Alevriadou et al., 2005). If these 
findings are valid, they would contradict much of the prior research on expressive 
language. However, this study contained only five children with DS, making the 
external validity of this study much lower than some of the previously discussed 
expressive language studies. While receptive language seems to remain an area of 
strength for children with DS, the reasons for this have yet to be closely examined.

Verbal Short Term Memory
Verbal short term memory has been studied in association with various lan-

guage impairments. It has recently become an area of interest in the language im-
pairment of children with DS, but has more commonly been studied for children 
with specific language impairments (SLIs). Research done on DS language deficits 

has found there are similarities seen between children with DS and children with 
SLIs (Hulme, et al., 2011). It has been suggested that there is a connection be-
tween deficits in short term memory and language deficits. In a 1990 study, this 
relationship was examined through a comparison of five children with language 
impairments and five without (Baddeley & Gathercole, 1990). The first experiment 
consisted of two portions, one in which the children heard consonant-vowel-con-
sonant non-words and had to repeat them immediately, and another in which they 
had to repeat 40 slightly more complex sounds, which were still non-words but 
followed patterns typically used in English. The experimenters found a significant 
difference in the number of words successfully repeated for children with language 
impairments compared to children without (Baddeley & Gathercole, 1990). The 
experimenters then ran a test on the children’s short term memory. Each child was 
shown a row of pictures which they were then asked to name. Once the child had 
successfully named all pictures in the lineup, the experimenter would then read a list 
of the names in an order which varied from the order of the pictures. The children 
then had to point to each photograph in the order in which the experimenter read 
them. The results found a deficit for word recall of the lists amongst children with 
language impairments (Baddeley & Gathercole, 1990). These results suggested to 
the authors that there is a relationship between short term memory and language 
deficits; however, it could not be conclusively determined whether this relationship 
was reciprocal, or if it was the deficit in short term memory causing the deficit in 
language. 

Verbal short term memory has become an additional measure to several stud-
ies of DS language deficits. A meta-analytic paper found that across the research 
selected, there was a significant difference between TD children and children with 
DS on verbal short term memory skills (Hulme et. al, 2011). Additional research 
has found that children with DS scored much lower than their mental-age-matched 
TD pair on verbal short term memory tasks (Kay-Raining Bird & Chapman, 1994). 
This is supported in a study by Nancy Raitano-Lee, in which seventeen studies and 
their results on the verbal short term memory of children with DS are compared 
(2006). The comparison supports that children with DS generally scored signifi-
cantly lower on verbal short term memory tasks than TD children. In this study, 
the researchers made additional comparisons. Children with DS were matched to 
TD children who had similar mental ages. The researchers tested the children on 
various forms of speech and language, as well as recall tasks in order to assess verbal 
short term memory (VSTM). The results showed lower scores for both the language 
tests and VSTM for the children with DS in comparison to their TD counterparts 
(Lee, 2006).
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The studies which support the hypothesis that those with DS have a defi-
cit in VSTM link the hypothesis to the notion of memory being tied to language 
impairments. This suggests a potential reciprocal relationship between the two, as 
it was found for children with DS to have deficits in both areas. Further research 
still needs to be done on this topic, to examine the directionality of the relationship 
between verbal short term memory and language deficits, specifically as it pertains 
to children with down syndrome.

Grammar 
Children with Down Syndrome may possess a particular deficit for grammar, 

which could be related to both deficits in vocabulary and expressive language. The 
deficit in grammar development may also be linked to the verbal short-term mem-
ory deficits. While this relationship has been observed, there are no causal claims as 
of yet (Hulme et al., 2015). To test for the deficit in grammar, a Test for Reception 
of Grammar was administered to 43 children with DS and 57 TD children. The 
results showed significant differences in grammar abilities, with the means for the 
TD children being significantly higher than the children with DS. This study also 
found that vocabulary may be a significant predictor of grammar (Hulme et al., 
2015). While grammar is a large part of expressive language, it can also be measured 
through receptive language. A meta-analytic review examined the findings on gram-
mar of multiple articles discussing Down Syndrome language impairment. Their 
analyses found that despite the method of measuring grammar being based on re-
ceptive language, the children with DS still scored an average of one SD lower than 
the TD children (Hulme et al., 2011). These findings are particularly interesting 
because receptive language is generally thought of as a relative strength for children 
with DS. This suggests that there may be a greater deficit in grammar than simply 
what is potentially caused by the expressive language deficit.

Joint Engagement/Attention
Joint engagement entails an interaction in which the caregiver and child are 

focusing on the same object or event (Bozicevic et al., 2018).There may be a correla-
tion between language development and joint engagement. In an analysis of how 
joint engagement affects language in both autistic children and children with DS, it 
was found that for both groups, the amount of joint-attention contributed to differ-
ences in expressive and receptive language outcomes (Adamson, Bakeman, Deckner, 
& Romski, 2009). In this study, a group of children with autism and a group of 
children with DS were observed interacting with their parents several times over the 
course of the year. After the final visit, children were given the PPVT language test, 

which has been commonly used across many studies regarding language, in order to 
assess their language skills. 

The study not only found a connection between language skills and joint-at-
tention, but also found that both autism and DS may affect the way in which the 
child experiences joint attention with their caregiver. In a comparison to the chil-
dren with autism, those with DS had more instances of coordinated focus, but were 
less likely to attend to symbols during these interactions (Adamson et al., 2009). 
While this study demonstrates some of the differences between children with au-
tism and children with DS, there are also differences found between TD children 
and children with DS in relation to maternal interaction style and joint attention. 
A recent study was done to assess these differences, by observing mother-child in-
teractions for a group of TD children and a group of children with DS (Bozicevic, 
Mason-Apps, Murray, Norbury, Seager, & Stojanovik, 2018). The researchers stud-
ied joint attention between the child and the mother as well as maternal positive 
expressed emotion. The study found that there were no significant differences in 
maternal positive expressed emotion, simply suggesting that neither the parents of 
the TD children nor the children with DS expressed more or less positive emotions. 
They found that responding to joint attention was significantly related to language 
skills in the children with DS, and positive emotion was not. For the TD children, 
responding to joint attention was not a significant factor of language skills; however, 
positive emotion was (Boziecevic et al., 2018). This suggests some of the difference 
between children with DS and TD children.

Treatment
Language is an established deficit for many children with DS. As shown 

through the exploration of various studies, children with Down Syndrome face 
deficits in nearly all areas of language including receptive language, grammar, and 
verbal short term memory, with a greater deficit in the area of expressive language. 
While there is a predisposition to these shortfalls, there are ways to improve the 
child’s language abilities. The multiple areas that must be taken into consideration 
to improve language skills in children with DS are outlined in an article by Libby 
Kumin (2002). Kumin emphasizes the individual attention that must be given to 
any language treatment plan, as the specific areas in need of work vary vastly among 
children. Families play a large role in aiding language improvement, as they can 
provide feedback on the child’s specific deficits and prioritize speech. Additionally, 
many children with DS do not acquire language until later on, which provides 
caregivers with the chance to implement a different form of communication, such 
as sign language (Kumin, 2002). 
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Individual treatment has been found to be an effective form of improving 
areas of grammar including syntax, morphology, and semantics (Heinze, Lopex-Vil-
lasenor, & Sepulveda, 2013). A 2013 study worked with twenty individuals with 
DS, half of which received specialized language therapy. The remaining ten were the 
control group, who continued to receive their typical speech and language treat-
ment. The experimental group received a total of 30 sessions over the course of 
3.5 months, which addressed inflection (a significant aspect of language adequacy 
for the children, who all spoke Spanish), usage of pronouns, adverbs, verb tenses, 
etc. To assess their language skills, all children were given the Batería de Lenguaje 
Objetiva Criterial, a test which evaluates “morphology, syntax, semantics and prag-
matics,” before and after the experiment (Heinze et al., 2013, pp. 345). The results 
of this study showed that the experimental group improved significantly more than 
the control group on areas of morphology, syntax, and semantics (Heinze et al., 
2013). This study demonstrates the capability of children with DS to improve their 
language abilities when given the right forms of treatment.

While the best practice may be to start intervention at a young age, im-
provements can still be made on language impairments for adults with DS. A study 
of three people with Down Syndrome provided the individuals with 18 weeks of 
intervention on language (Hewitt, Hinkle, & Miccio, 2005). The initial three weeks 
were used to establish a baseline, while the final three weeks were used to collect 
post-data, meaning each participant received a total of 12 weeks of actual interven-
tion. The intervention worked to engage the participants in natural, spontaneous 
conversations, in which incorrect utterances would be repeated by the experiment-
ers in the correct form. By the end of the study, the researchers were able to conclude 
that intervention would be successful in improving expressive syntax in adults with 
DS (Hewitt, Hinkle, & Miccio, 2005). These findings emphasize the importance 
and effectiveness of intervention and treatment for language impairments in indi-
viduals with Down Syndrome.

Conclusion
The language development of children with Down Syndrome in comparison 

to typically developing children is fairly impaired. The deficits seem to be the great-
est in expressive language, which may involve a reciprocal relationship with the oth-
er areas of language impairment such as verbal short term memory and grammar. 
Many of the studies explored throughout this review examined varying relationships 
between language development and trajectory for children with DS; however, there 
are frequent and severe limitations to each of them through the lack of participants. 
Additionally, there is an area of concern for children with DS that was not addressed 

in the vast majority of the paper: hearing deficits. Children with Down Syndrome 
are at an increased risk of developing hearing loss (Johnson, Laberge, & Caffrey, 
2016). It has been reported that between 38 and 78 percent of children with DS 
develop hearing loss (Heithaus, Joseph, & Shott, 2001). In order for the language 
deficits of children with DS to be fully understood, hearing loss needs to be taken 
into account. Sensorineural hearing loss has been linked to language deficits, mak-
ing it an important area to look at in regards to children with DS (Bishop, Briscoe, 
& Norbury, 2001). Despite there being a present impairment for children with 
Down Syndrome, studies on treatments and intervention show that there is hope 
for progress in improving language abilities.
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Abstract:

This paper examined the political performance art piece by the 
Center for Political Beauty entitled “The Dead are Coming” and 
the play runboyrun written by Mfoniso Udofia as works of trans-
formative power of performance that centered the lives and rec-
ognized the deaths of refugees. “The Dead Are Coming” explored 
a heightened political relevance of recognition that must pervade 
memory, which can be exercised in funerary rituals in politicized 
locations. Udofia’s playwriting additionally examined the per-
formance of a refugee survivor and the act of ongoing survival 
through a tangled narrative of human trauma and how it mani-
fests within our lives and physical bodies, as well as simultaneously 
between and through generations. The performance of absence 
and naming of the disappeared put on by The Center for Political 
Beauty and runboyrun plays a role in rebuilding identities of the 
deceased by providing recognition for the living who are then to 
preserve and pass on their memory.

Rebekah Nachman
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Theater

The Dead Have Arrived:
The Transformative Power of Political Performance

The Center For Political Beauty is an art and activist group based in Ber-
lin, Germany that is creating innovative forms of political performance art that 
function as expanded forms of theatre. The Center For Political Beauty physically 
manifests their works from the ideals that art must hurt, provoke, and rise in revolt. 
The Center describes these essential artistic values using a “basic alliance of terms: 
aggressive humanism.”1 This organization has staged many performance pieces that 
investigate what it means to embody and play the “role” of a refugee in Europe. 
For “Eating Refugees” the Center built an arena in Berlin with four Libyan tigers. 
The re-construction of a gladiator-like arena points our attention to the practic-
es in which barbarism has been maintained through foreign immigration policy, 
killing thousands of people that attempted to enter Europe via the Mediterranean 
Sea, a majority of these refugees coming from Syria. This performance questions if 
European populations will literally and metaphorically fill the seats of the arena as 
spectators to the ongoing violence or take action to prevent and end death. A few 
refugees partnered with the Center offering to be eaten by the tigers if specific policy 
is not promised to change.2

One of the Center’s more recent performance art pieces entitled “The Dead 
Are Coming” (staged with most recognition in 2016) is another performance in di-
alogue with the refugee and foreign policy crisis that has been pervading Europe for 
the past ten years. With permission from families, the Center stages literal re-burials 
of refugees, coming mostly from Syria and Iraq, who have died in transit seeking 
safety by trying to reach Europe’s southern and eastern borders. 

Before the year concluded, 2015 saw the arrival of close to 500,000 immi-
grants to Europe’s Mediterranean shores, many of them Syrian refugees fleeing from 
the unending violence and destruction resulting from the civil war taking place 
continuously since 2011. The end of 2015 saw over 1,000,000 migrants arrive in 
Europe, not including the thousands of people who died in transit. At this time, 
about 430,000 Syrian citizens had applied for asylum in Europe and the number has 
only increased.3 Countries that are hosting an unexpected surge of new migrants of 
varied ideology for a variety of reasons are dealing with a crisis of resources and space 
available to accommodate so many people. This is a factor that complicates and 
facilitates the separation of migrant families. A European Union procedure known 

1 Center for Political Beauty, 2009. https://politicalbeauty.com/index.html.
2 “Operations: Eating Refugees.” Operations | Eating Refugees. https://politicalbeauty.com/eatingref-
ugees.html.
3 Seth M. Holmes and Heide Castaneda, “Representing the ‘European Refugee Crisis’ in Germa-
ny and beyond: Deservingness and Difference, Life and Death.” AnthroSource. John Wiley & Sons, 
Ltd (10.1111), January 18, 2016. https://anthrosource.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/
amet.12259.

The Dead Have Arrived



52 53

as the Dublin Regulation only adds to the concentrated distribution of refugees, 
enforcing them to claim asylum in the first country of entry which further inhibits 
refugee control for claims of asylum in the country that they desire and/or may have 
family waiting that are not legally accessible.4

Germany possesses Europe's strongest economy and plays a significant role 
in the flow of migrants. German authoritative powers heavily imposed the Dublin 
Regulation onto refugees attempting to seek livable conditions. This fueled the con-
text and environment for The Center for Political Beauty to stage multiple funerals 
for deceased refugees not able to cross inside the territorial lines of their intend-
ed trajectory while living. August of 2015 saw Angela Merkel using her political 
authority to bypass the Dublin Regulation,5 proclaiming that any Syrian refugees 
could have access to enter Germany regardless of it being the first country of entry. 
Germany remains divided about the support Merkel attempted to offer, some citi-
zens praising what they have deemed as an incredible demonstration of generosity 
while others continue to challenge her action as not being enough from a country 
tainted with a horrific historical narrative of turning away and inflicting violence 
onto anyone without German blood.6

The Center for Political Beauty has taken direct action to draw attention to 
the refugee and foreign policy crisis in Europe The artistic collective uses the perfor-
mative staging of a funerary ritual to demand focus onto the thousands still dying in 
transit towards their final destination, barred by heavily enforced and sealed off bor-
ders. These routes of travel are treacherous and extensive, often preventing refugees 
from transporting enough food and water to sustain their journey. Victims of these 
militarized European borders are buried in mass graves, unidentified and unknown 
to the people who dispose of the bodies.7 At this stage, the deceased exist in a meta-
phorical liminal space having to face the further suffering of the loss of their identity 
to the rest of the world and location to their families. Turner defines liminal entities 
as “neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the positions assigned and 
arrayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremonial.”8 In this particular case, refu-
gees dying in transit are assigned by law to remain physically outside of territorially 
dictated lines, buried and unseen, lost between borders in an undefined space that 
is not their final destination of choice. This stage of liminality is then expanded past 
death to the disappeared body, as well as to the liminal affectivity of the survivors 

4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid. 
7 Center for Political Beauty, 2009. https://politicalbeauty.com/index.html.
8 Henry Bial and Sara Brady, The Performance Studies Reader. Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 
2016

caught between hope and despair. This complicates the identity of what it means 
to exist as a survivor, for although physical life is still possessed, it can additionally 
become a reminder of the lives of loved ones lost, profoundly wishing for their safe-
ty yet not knowing whether they were able to cross government sanctioned lines, 
and clinging to the collective memory that illustrates and defines their continued 
position in the world.

While demanding political attention, taking lost bodies out of isolation, 
highlighting the absent role that authoritative figures are taking politically in re-
sponse to this migration crisis, and focusing on families of the deceased forcefully 
absent by law, The Center for Political Beauty can provide a platform for scruti-
ny of political policy while producing actions such as naming, recognizing, and 
mourning. In this way they rebuild and recover identities lost in the migration 
event to bodies that have not been able to continue their lives in this world. The 
performance of these actions has the potential to transmit and transcribe memory 
and knowledge of specific identities for generations to come. This performance of 
mourning appears in more traditional and contemporary theatrical settings as well, 
a simultaneous source of entertainment and honesty to amplify narratives of those 
who may be without a platform to do so.

Mfoniso Udofia uses playwriting to examine the performance of a refugee 
survivor and the act of survival. Her play runboyrun, from part of a larger cycle 
performed and produced at New York Theatre Workshop, sculpted an amazing, 
tangled narrative of human trauma and how it manifests within our lives and physi-
cal bodies, as well as simultaneously between and through generations. The physical 
portrayal and paths of movement communicated by the actors on stage helps point 
our attention to the liminal states we can become trapped in as we search for resto-
ration until we are actively able to acknowledge and accept our past and the history 
of our families so that we are able to develop the ability of being able to step in and 
out of our pasts in order to hold onto the current and ever shifting self. This play 
presents the perspective that we cannot separate and peacefully live as beings that 
detach identity from historical experience, especially when trauma pervades that 
experience. This idea was poetically revisited throughout the play with variations of 
what it means to split-- from a name, a past, a person, or life. Splitting was always 
presented as a realistic process filled with pain and loaded with fear of the unknown 
about how to exist once split, yet it always yielded some form of acceptance that 
allowed each character to move forward both physically and mentally.

The lives of refugees are centered for active audience consumption and ed-
ucation through the depiction of a refugee named Disciple who was able to make 
it across the border into his country of choice, which sets the play in his current 
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home in Massachusetts. Although he now remains physically safe from the violence 
of the Nigerian civil war that dictated his childhood, trauma remains in his body in 
a new location. Time, space, and a new residence is not enough to heal his injury 
of unimaginable loss. He is not able to escape his own liminal state of being in the 
jarring convergence of his past and present self. 

Disciple’s embodiment of trauma physically explores the idea of trying to 
split from his past and younger self. He consistently becomes paralyzed by it and 
has multiple moments of physical manifestation where he can tangibly feel his past 
pain. His trauma lives in the flesh, containing the haunting presence of past lives in 
the physicality of his present. This is communicated to the audience by investigating 
moments that encompass a convergence of time and space. A specific instance of 
this exploration happens in which Disciple is vividly remembering and experienc-
ing his past. He can feel the pain in his leg that his younger self felt, one particular 
day is tangled/ trapped in his body. This particular embodiment clearly showed 
the impossibility of permanently splitting from a past. The civil war Disciple lived 
through, and having to watch his sister, who took on the role of caretaker for him, 
be blown up in front of him was simply too much trauma for Disciple to carry in 
his body alone. 

Disciple was not able to write about the events of his childhood until finally 
sharing the identities of his family with his wife for the first time as an adult. This 
offers an understanding of memory as necessary to pass on and release outwardly in 
order to create and acknowledge a collective memory for those who have died. This 
preservation of identity plays a large role in allowing survivors to transcend a liminal 
affectivity of grief and take steps towards acceptance. Udofia creates a realistic and 
complicated narrative of surviving refugees to reflect the harsh and complex realities 
immigrants must continuously deal with post arrival and crossing from one border 
to another. 

A transformative component of the Center for Political Beauty’s process to 
preserve the identity of the deceased exists preliminarily in the identification of the 
disappeared body. With the help and consent of the victims’ families, unidentified 
bodies are being taken out of isolation and placed into the memory and physical 
sight of German residents at sites of heightened political meaning, which in turn acts 
as a small restoration of identity and order to the family of the deceased. Formerly 
unidentified bodies that are located and moved to the physical spaces in which they 
desired before death allows for the families of the victims to slightly emerge from 
their own liminal state, when they were unaware of the location and status of their 
loved ones, however, this tragic reality may or may not be of any solace to the grief 
experienced by the surviving refugees. This is partially the case for these performanc-

es of individual funerary recognition exist in a distressing dichotomy that dictates 
who is allowed to bear witness to the transformative event.

The audience for the Center of Political Beauty’s staging of individual funer-
als extends to include anyone in the vicinity of the event. No matter their intention 
for being in the area, they are bearing witness to the act of burial and ceremony for 
the passage of the dead. Being a witness is an active form of acknowledgement and 
recognition of the passed-on life; therefore the audience is a part of the performance 
whether they wish to be or not, becoming funeral party members, which brings the 
theatrical component to this event: the staging of a funerary ritual that is performa-
tive. Their physical bodies provides bodies to engage in ritualistic practices of grief. 

Empty chairs are set up purposefully in the front demanding another type 
of audience to witness the event. The chairs are labeled with names of German po-
litical figure heads such as “Angela Merkel,” which are pointedly seen to be empty 
as a clear implication that authoritative powers continue to ignore this crisis of the 
violent displacement of peoples and identity. The display forces political authority 
to look at their own role in the death of refugees and migrants, making the polit-
ically privileged choice they have to invest within this crisis visible and tangible. a 
powerful image of making visible what is absent in a different way – the absence of 
the protection of the State. The most powerful State figures are invited to remember 
the lives of people they never knew, people who were and are directly affected by 
how positions of political authority choose to use their voices. This begs the ques-
tion, what does our life mean, what do we leave, if no one can remember, or has the 
ability to learn about the lives that no longer exist? There is a heightened political 
relevance of recognition that must pervade memory. Without genuine recognition, 
there can be no mourning or construction of memory that may live on as a separate 
entity born of the ritualized funerary ceremony that restores identity through the 
labor of contiguous identity retention. 

The empty chairs serve as devastating symbolic mechanisms in another large 
way, remaining empty as signifiers of the immediate families’ absence. They do not 
get to reminisce and disperse collective memory about the personal life lost because 
of the restrictions and barriers preventing immigrants from crossing borders alive. 
The front row is where the family of any loved one should have the option to be 
sitting. The cries that may escape from the mouths of those in attendance of the 
funeral are not personally connected to the deceased in the performance. Those 
that personally deserve this moment of recognition, safe space to mourn, and the 
strength that may come from community gathering are not there. They cannot be 
there. 

The Dead Have ArrivedRebekah Nachman



56 57

Runboyrun reflects this parallel of audience implication and absence of ac-
tion. The empty aisles outlining the audience became the pathways of connection 
between the “imaginary world” on stage and the reality of the “spectators” in the 
theatre. The roles of the audience are transformed from spectators able to separate 
themselves from the cyclical nature of war and destruction to a form of witnessing 
that includes every specified body in the room as a co-actor in Disciple’s narrative. 
The director was able to take full advantage of the performance studies framework 
of vacant space, “An empty theatre space is liminal, open to all kinds of possibilities: 
a space by that means of performing can become anywhere.”9 To have Disciple's 
sister physically run around the audience created and extended a relationship to the 
audience that did not allow for them to passively watch the story unfolding in front 
of them. In this moment, the audience were not spectators but active bodies that 
were not intervening amidst war. One feels specifically forced to think about one’s 
action and lack of intervention while a deadly crisis ensued. 

When forced to view the violence inflicted upon innocent peoples so inti-
mately, I believe government officials who control international aid and the opera-
tional decisions of demanding open or closed borders for refugees would have felt 
interpellated if they were to have been present at this performance, recognizing 
themselves as critical subjects in the deterioration and destruction of individuals, 
families, and countries, yet also recognizing the effective role they are able to play 
in transforming policy. The specific sites of political presence The Center staged in 
its funerals is a literal interpretation of empty theatrical spaces (Merkel’s open lawn 
outside her home) existing in liminality, thereby forming the opportunity for per-
formance of heightened meaning to become somewhere unexpected.

The performative aspects of spectatorship and memory embedded in the per-
formance of “The Dead Are Coming” strikes resonance with an aspect that may be 
most radical and possibly controversial in idea: suggesting that individuals have the 
opportunity of discovering and changing the understanding of one’s own inner trau-
ma. A captivating moment between Disciple and his wife served as an exploration 
of how we can construct and assign memory when we don’t have a solid foundation 
of its “truth.” Abasiama told Disciple if you don’t know about a specific memory 
(that I interpreted as at the root of your suffering) once you have acknowledged 
this past, you can decide to fill in the gaps with memories of good. Udofia grapples 
with the sense of performing and constructing more processable memory. Through 
instruction of how we can assign memory comes an innovative message: that we can 
shape and create a new reality when we color our debilitating pasts with intention 

9 Bial and Brady, The Performance Studies Reader.

and renewed perspective. 
The performance of absence and naming of the disappeared put on by The 

Center for Political Beauty plays a role in rebuilding identities of the deceased by 
providing recognition for the living who are then to preserve and pass on their 
memory. In terms of the ability for political transformation, these funerals occurred 
prior to Merkel deciding to bypass the Dublin Regulation. Making the absence of 
the State’s protection so blatantly visible by bringing the disappeared and remains 
of the performance (dead not supposed to be seen) to physical bodies that could 
participate in the rituals of grief for them as a denouncement of current policy and 
a demand for political engagement, drew mass media attention-- on a national and 
international scale. This form of spectatorship inherently connects audiences of all 
different identities who have made this event known to themselves. This increased 
applied pressure, both individually and internationally, in some form highlights and 
has brought forth acknowledgement and greater education of an all too common 
tragic end for many migrants and refugees involved in the European migratory pro-
cess. An exponentially grander audience has acknowledged the lives ended by the 
process of seeking refuge. Recognition is incredibly powerful and, as it is demon-
strated in runboyrun, may help the living take their first steps to split, or move out 
of a liminal state of guilt ridden and traumatic memory as a method to help breach 
the ever-constant liminal state of living and dying as a refugee/immigrant.
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Theresa Cardinal Brown is the director of immigration policy at 
the Bipartisan Policy Center, and worked for the Department of 
Homeland Security advisor under the Bush and Obama adminis-
trations. Ronny Quevedo is an Ecuadorian immigrant and artist 
whose work examines the connections between material, sports, 
and immigration. One would think their ideas would not be able 
to exist in harmony. When Brown writes, it is factual and objec-
tive. To her, immigration policy needs to be reworked to consid-
er the collective safety and economic health of the nation. Her 
medium exists in statistics that dispel stereotypes about the ef-
fects of immigration from the Southern border. Quevedo holds 
a different viewpoint. Growing up in an immigrant community 
in the Bronx, Quevedo witnessed how Ecuadorian immigrants 
struggled, and how sports strengthened their community. He uses 
an amalgam of industrial supplies and ancient Mesoamerican de-
signs to express both colonialism's erasure of his culture, as well 
as the modern day effects on immigrants. Together, these topical 
thinkers help to portray a holistic picture of immigration from the 
Southern border. There is no unilateral "perfect policy," but that 
does not mean we cannot strive for progress. Immigration is still 
the movement of people--people with families, hopes, dreams, 
and a right to live in safety.
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At first, it seems challenging to compare Theresa Cardinal Brown and Ron-
ny Quevedo. Yes, both focus their studies on immigration, but they approach the 
subject from different perspectives and express their thoughts through different me-
diums. When Brown writes about immigration, it is objective and statistical. She ex-
amines the effectiveness of border enforcement, immigration versus crime rates, and 
economic impacts. Quevedo is an Ecuadorian immigrant who grew up in the Bronx 
among a community of immigrants struggling with internal identity and societal 
pressures to conform. This evokes the art versus science debate on which subject is 
the more legitimate expression of the world and human nature. One subject cannot 
exist without the other; both are needed to better understand the world. While we 
must think about collective safety and the impacts of immigration on the nation, 
we cannot forget that at the end of the day, these are people we debate and analyze. 

According to President Trump, Mexican immigrants are the root of America’s 
crime and drug problems. During an impassioned speech he declared, “When Mex-
ico sends its people, they’re not sending their best… They’re sending people that 
have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems to us. They’re bringing 
drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people” 
(Lee). However, Brown uses her research in the Bipartisan Policy Center to counter 
rhetoric that has pervaded national belief and dialogue. Brown cites, “Immigrants 
are less likely to be jailed than the native-born … Roughly 1.6 percent of immigrant 
males age 18 to 39 are incarcerated, compared to 3.3 percent of the native-born” 
(McElmurry 18). Media is not void of biases, and has widespread influence over 
American perception of immigrants. This makes it easier to associate cases of immi-
grants committing crime as a representation of their entire culture. It is interesting 
to note the purpose behind Brown’s research, which does not necessarily seek ways 
to challenge American perception of immigrant populations. She holds a more sci-
entific perspective, one that is not there to support a narrative. Instead, she wants 
to help formulate data based policies for fair, effective immigration reform. Further, 
Brown counters the misconception that migrants from the Southern border are 
siphons on the taxpayer dollar. In fact, “Because undocumented immigrants are not 
eligible to collect Social Security, many pay into the system but are unable to collect 
the benefits associated with those payments. In 2010, $12 billion more was collect-
ed from undocumented workers’ payroll taxes than were paid out in benefits” (Me-
gan 15). Throughout her research, Brown underscores that immigrants are crucial 
to the labor force, and severely limiting immigration for security purposes would 
weaken America’s economy. Working under Republican and Democrat administra-
tions, as well as in the BPC, Brown developed a balanced viewpoint. To begin to 
understand the complexities of immigration, there has to be a clear understanding 
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of the quantitative facts. Brown emphasizes using logic to find truth in the chaos of 
the current climate. Numerical data can help combat misinformation. Removing 
preconceived notions and bias from the information we consume gives clarity to the 
issue and helps quell national anxieties. 

It is not only important to logically counter misconceptions about immi-
grants, but also to question the policies that have led to the current climate, and how 
the public interacts with these politics. The immigration system has not seen major 
reform for thirty years. Trump has redefined the refugee, restricted the numbers 
of migrants who can arrive, and made Southern border security a national issue. 
With division in Congress causing a lack of legislative change, advocacy groups 
fight against humanitarian issues such as deportations and the conditions in border 
detention centers. Politicians often focus more on how a piece of legislation would 
make their platform or their party look instead of what would be effective for the 
country. As a result, politicians and media creators alike have created a dichotomy 
of pro- or anti-immigration. In reality, there is middle ground. Brown articulates 
this: “There is a lot of common ground, but that’s not what the system looks like 
today. Citizens see a dichotomy between a ‘nation of immigrants’ versus a ‘nation 
of laws’. People want a system that has rules which are enforced, but they also want 
to support immigrants through the legalization programs” (Brown). Brown later 
mentions that recent polling shows numbers indicating this is a widespread be-
lief. This country was built by immigrants. For America, as the world’s superpower, 
there is a moral obligation to assist those in need. Flagrant human rights violations 
towards immigrants are unacceptable. At the same time, immigration legislation 
has to consider national economics, infrastructure, and security. Increased channels 
for legalization would improve public safety, by hindering terrorists’ and criminals’ 
ability to “hide” among undocumented border-crossers (McElmurry 19). At the 
same time, increased legalization could strain the federal budget if too many of those 
immigrants receive federal benefits (Megan 19). While policy might seem abstract 
in concept, it eventually touches every person in the country. There is no unilateral 
“perfect policy,” but that does not mean we cannot strive for progress. All citizens of 
the U.S. deserve to have their voices recognized and validated. 

During a time when national conversation has heightened around the ques-
tion of immigratrion through the Southern border, we cannot forget the actual 
people below this border. Through his art, Quevedo demands that we hear the story 
of South/Central American immigrants. His work is a reminder of the humanity of 
each person. To better understand one another we have to recognize our differences 
and commonalities. He encapsulates the invisibility immigrant communities feel. 
Every Measure of Zero is an exhibition that Quevedo uses to combine his family’s past 
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struggles using pre-Colombian materials with the obstacles immigrants face today. 
Quevedo deliberately implements this symbolism as a way to politicize his work. For 
example, Quevedo’s “checkmate” and “notes on the poetics of relation (0 degrees)” 
are both pieces built on dressmaker paper. Other pieces are built on wood, carbon 
paper, muslin, and pattern paper (“Ronny Quevedo”). These materials remind au-
diences of the roles Mesoamerican migrants play in manual labor positions, such 
as textiles and construction. These positions are necessary for society to function, 
but are often overlooked and undervalued. Quevedo transforms these “crude” base 
materials with gold/silver leaf, Incan quipus (colored strings), and Wari Nazca lines 
(ancient Peruvian geoglyphs) (“Ronny Quevedo”). As a child, Quevedo watched his 
own family undergo transformations as they adapted to a new language and culture. 
Quevedo states, “It [the piece] also drove home the elasticity under which people 
of color operate, particularly in the way we move between multiple languages and 
code-switch within the dominant language” (Bury). Quevedo propagates his art 
with a purpose to visualize the conquered cultures of South America that shape the 
current immigration demographics, as well as the struggles marginalized commu-
nities face today. Understanding an issue as multifaceted as immigration requires 
more than just statistical data or line charts. There has to be an understanding of 
the “why.” Why do specific groups of people come to this country and why do they 
stay here in the face of adversity? Art and anecdotes begin to answer those questions.

Quevedo combines art with cartography. Brown charts movements of people 
through percentages over time or through ethnicities of refugees per capita. Queve-
do uses the gymnasium to chart displacement of people in a 3-D space. The inherent 
playfulness of the game combined with its structured rules adds depth to the story 
behind immigration.  In “there is no half-time,” Quevedo maps the complexities 
of migration both physically, politically, and culturally. The lines are bold, colorful, 
chaotic. Each line represents not only the movement of immigrants in space, but 
also the shifting cultural dynamics of marginalized communities (Bury). For im-
migrants adjusting to a new country, there is no half-time. The stress of transition, 
fearing racism, and xenophobia is a part of their life. Like players of a team, immi-
grant communities must rely on each other for support. Quevedo incorporates these 
themes in many of his pieces, including: “Untitled (2014),” “Field of Play,” and 
“Ulama-Ule Alley Oop” (“Ronny Quevedo”). At the same time, immigrants find 
strength, solace, and joy in their communities. Reflecting on the spaces that inspired 
him, Quevedo mentions, “there are soccer fields, volleyball courts, baseball fields, 
etc. that are being utilized by immigrant communities. They all share this idea of 
play and movement with their bodies” (Ehni). Immigrants face obstacles, but they 
are more than just monolithic sufferers. They are still people with rich, multidimen-

sional lives and cultures. Sports, art, and culture help us understand and connect 
with immigrant stories in ways that numerical approaches cannot.

Even games have rules. When giving context to his work, Quevedo notes, 
“I’ve become interested in space not just as a physical entity but also as a concept of 
measurement and control” (Bury). Courts are governed by a set of rules; immigra-
tion is governed by laws and statutes. Quevedo reveals this idea through the chaos 
of lines and references to less visible cultures. Ultimately, the control governing 
bodies exerts over the movement of people does not work. Just as players focus on 
propelling their team down the court, young migrants focus on propelling them-
selves and their families, despite the rules that dictate against it. Instead of focusing 
on the practicalities of drug smuggling, the economic benefits of immigration, and 
state/federal legislation, Quevedo highlights humanity. Throughout Every Measure 
of Zero, Quevedo uses the court, a universal symbol, to speak on behalf of immi-
grants and connect to audiences. Currently, family-issued visas can have wait-lists 
upwards of 22-40 years, with long-term work visas also difficult to obtain (Brown). 
For those fleeing violence, or fighting for a better life for their progeny, this system 
is untenable. Legal immigration channels have to be accessible to those in need. 
Compassion and legality do not have to be separate entities. 

About seventeen years ago, my aunt who lives in Israel decided to visit her 
children in the United States. She was barred solely because her documents listed 
her birthplace as Baghdad, Iraq. DHS officials did not understand the complexities 
of Jewish diasporic identity. They did not understand that the Jews of Iraq did not 
consider themselves “Iraqi,” and their neighbors resented their mere existence. In a 
post-9/11 world, she was simply a checkbox to be marked. When I first heard this 
story, I felt betrayed by my country. However, I was only a toddler during 9/11. I 
do not remember the national mourning, the panic of the collective country. The 
following restrictions were simply a reaction to an unprecedented tragedy. As a na-
tion, we do not need to diminish our historical obligation to welcoming immigrants 
or our obligation to understanding cultural differences. Nor can we forget valid 
questions about security and what immigration means for current U.S. systems. 
Data might help form policy, but art creates pathos. To approach an issue, we need 
to listen to the people on both sides of the story. Economics, crime statistics, and 
information on infrastructural strain help us understand and plan for the effects of 
demographic changes. Yet at its core, immigration is still the movement of people-- 
people with families, hopes, dreams, and a right to live in safety.
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treated and valued equally.  It is an appealing idea that metropol-
itan France will no longer dominate the French language literary 
scene, however the manifesto rests stubbornly in a monolingual 
approach, seemingly detached from the historical and political 
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My research project attempts to move beyond the idea of World 
Literature in French to explore the richness that translingual au-
thors bring to their works. Specifically, I use the framework of 
opacity developed by Caribbean philosopher Édouard Glissant 
and I focus on representations of food as a way of bringing that 
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used to explore these ideas: Papillon dans la Cité by Gisèle Pineau 
and Trames Gerty Dambury.
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Le manifeste de la Littérature-Monde en français proclame la fin de la di-
chotomie France/Monde. Selon eux, toute littérature écrite en français devrait être 
égale. C'est une idée attirante que la métropole ne dominera plus la scène littéraire 
de l'écriture d'expression française, pourtant le manifeste reste obstinément dans 
une approche monolingue, semblant détaché de la réalité politique et historique 
qui a moulé la dichotomie dont ils argumentent est morte. Ce projet essaye d'aller 
ailleurs de la Littérature-Monde en français vers la richesse que les auteurs trans-
lingues apportent à leurs oeuvres. Notamment, nous utilisons le cadre de l'opacité 
développé par le philosophe antillais, Édouard Glissant et nous nous focalisons sur 
des représentations de la nourriture comme façon d'apporter l'opacité à un oeuvre. 
Deux textes,  une pièce de théâtre et un roman sont utilisés pour explorer et appro-
fondir ces idées : Trames de Gerty Dambury et Un Papillon dans la Cité de Gisèle 
Pineau. 

 Selon les auteurs du manifeste de la Littérature-monde en français (2007), 
la francophonie est morte. Ce n’est pas un mort lent, mais un mort décisif et final. 
Ce manifeste, publié par Michel Le Bris et Jean Rouaud et signé par une quaran-
taine des signataires, a déclaré la fin de la dichotomie Paris/Province, France/Monde, 
Centre/Périphérie. La France, déclarent-ils, n’est plus le centre. Leur évidence vient 
des prix littéraires français de 2007. Tous étaient gagnés par les auteurs d’expression 
français qui n’étaient pas franco-français. Donc, tous les gagneurs de ces prix cette 
année-là venaient d’ailleurs, un bouleversement marquant. Le manifeste proclame 
que le monde revient, une révolution copernicienne se passe.

Par contre, plusieurs critiques du manifeste ont souligné l’ironie d’utiliser 
les prix littéraires français pour annoncer la fin du pouvoir français sur la scène 
littéraire. Dans le chapitre, « What does Littérature-Monde Mean for French, Fran-
cophone and Post-colonial Studies ? » qui a paru dans Transnational French Studies 
: Postcolonialism and Littérature-Monde, Hargreaves et al. expliquent, « a consistent 
refrain has insisted upon the dangers of simply announcing the end of the French/
Francophone dichotomy without taking into account the complex  historical and 
cultural challenge that has been posed by the development of a field called Fran-
cophone studies which intersects in important ways with considerations of the still 
potent legacy of empire. » (Hargreaves, p. 3) Ce n’est pas une grande secrète que 
l’histoire de la francophonie est bien emmêlée avec l’héritage coloniale. Le man-
ifeste de la Littérature-Monde en français ne considère pas l’histoire complexe et 
douloureuse de cette dichotomie qu’ils annoncent n’existe plus. Comme Hargreaves 
et al. ont souligné, les études francophones et postcoloniales continuent à poser des 
questions sur les rapports entre le monde francophone et la France et elles continu-
ent à se croiser avec cet héritage d’empire. Il y a toute une histoire qui explique les 

dynamiques de pouvoir qui existent aujourd’hui entre la métropole et les anciennes 
colonies et les régions qui étaient occupés par la France. 

Par contre, le but du manifeste, que toute écriture écrite en français fait partie 
d’un vaste ensemble d’une littérature-monde en français est attirant. C’est un effort 
noble d’éliminer les frontières nationales, d’avoir une écriture mondiale, transnatio-
nale et accessible par tout le monde. Pourtant, le problème demeure que ce type de 
penser continue la fausse idée de l’universalité de la langue française et de la dichot-
omie France/monde. Les auteurs du manifeste utilisent ce cadre du centre et de la 
périphérie pour dire que cette dichotomie n’est plus. Il existe un problème inhérent 
avec ce type de logique. 

Dans tout cas, si nous allons vers une autre piste, nous pouvons nous pencher 
sur la deuxième partie du manifeste, la notion de « en français ». Quand le manifeste 
a apparu dans Le Monde en automne de 2007, le titre en entier était, « Pour une 
Littérature-Monde en français ». Curieusement, dans l’œuvre qui l’a suivi, les mots « 
en français » ont disparu du titre. L’idée d’une littérature-monde en français renvoie 
aux idées de l’universalité de la langue française et à sa capacité de tout exprimer. Il y 
a beaucoup d’écrivains d’expression français qui s’expriment dans plusieurs langues, 
ou qui peuvent s’exprimer dans d’autres langues mais qui choisissent de publier 
leurs œuvres en français. Cette notion de l’intraduisible et de la translingue n’est 
pas présent dans le manifeste. En parlant de l’utilisation de langage, le manifeste se 
moque de la francophonie, disant, « Personne ne parle le francophone, ni écrit en 
francophone » (Le Bris, p.1). C’est vrai que le francophone n’est pas une langue, 
mais le manifeste ignore que la plupart des personnes francophones parlent ou s’ex-
priment dans plusieurs langues. 

En parlant de « Against World Literature » d’Emily Apter, Jacqueline Dutton 
remarque, « her analysis justified  the existence of the translingual text, as recogniz-
ing untranslatability from one text in German to another in Mandarin, for example, 
indicating by extension that the intratextual untranslatability must also be acknowl-
edged » (Dutton, p.408). Dutton offre un perspectif enrichissant sur le débat de la 
littérature-monde en français. Si, selon les auteurs du manifeste, toute écriture en 
français fait partie de la littérature-monde en français, où se trouvent les traductions 
? Et, si nous considérons, comme Dutton a dit, que les traductions existent même 
dans et pas toujours forcément entre des textes, où se trouve cette littérature-monde 
monolingue quand les auteurs translingue écrivent ? 

Dutton soulève l’idée de cette « intratextual untranslatability » encore quand 
elle continue avec, « If authors are challenged by the sayability or expressibility 
of their ideas in the chosen language of publication, a conscious or un-conscious 
re-creation of and in language may take place, drawing on linguistic models that 
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are unfamiliar or exotic in the principal language of writing » (Dutton, p.408). 
Donc, même dans une seule langue d’expression, nous pouvons nous trouver face à 
l’intraduisible car un processus de recréation se passe. Quand un écrivain transfère 
une expérience vécue au mot écrit, on perd et on gagne des éléments de l’histoire. 
Une autre écrivaine, Nancy Huston dit à propos de la traduction, « Il [un vrai 
écrivain] écrit pour agrandir le monde, pour en repousser les frontières. Il écrit pour 
que le monde soit doublé, aéré, irrigué, interrogé, illuminé, par un autre monde, et 
qu'il en devienne habitable. Ce faisant, l'écrivain traduit » (Huston, p.153). Selon 
elle, la traduction n'est pas forcément liée à l'expression linguistique. Par contre, la 
traduction vient du but de l'écrivain. Il ou elle écrit pour doubler le monde, pour 
illuminer le monde réel par un autre monde, celui de l'auteur. Les deux définitions 
de la traduction montre l'absurdité d'être embourbé dans le monolinguisme quand 
la traduction existe partout.  Parfois, c’est impossible de transmettre l’expérience 
comme il est, complètement compréhensible aux lecteurs. 

Souvent, nous nous trouvons face à l’indicible, l’intraduisible. Le manifeste 
de la littérature-monde ignore cet aspect de l’intraduisible et de la translation. Il 
propose que la langue française élimine la barrière de l’autre, des écrivains, « de 
langue française, pris eux aussi entre deux ou plusieurs cultures, se sont interrogés 
alors sur cette étrange disparité qui les reléguait sur les marges, eux ‘francophones’, 
variante exotique tout juste tolérée… » (Le Bris, p. 2). Mais, en vrai, le français n’éli-
mine pas les barrières et les différences culturelles, socio-économiques, et historiques 
entre le reste du monde et la France. Dans son livre, La Poétique de la Relation, 
(citée dans cette dissertation dans la version anglaise) Édouard Glissant, un écrivain 
martiniquais, écrit en détail des idées sur la transparence, l’opacité, et le langage. 
Il élabore, « Neither its humanizing function  however (the famous universality of 
French as the bearer of  humanism), nor its concordant predestination to be clear 
(its pleasurable rationality) stand up to examination. Languages have no mission » 
(Glissant, p.114). Le français n’est ni une idéologie, ni un système politique, ni une 
langue universelle, ni une mission divine. L’humanisme et la clarté ne sont pas liées 
à une seule langue. Le français est simplement une langue, et les langues n’ont pas 
de missions. 

Dans la partie intitulée, « To Build the Tower » il explique, « ‘Live in seclu-
sion or open up to the other’: this was supposedly the only alternative to any pop-
ulation demanding the right to speak its own language” (Glissant, p.103). Pour les 
populations qui demandent le droit de parler et de se parler dans leur langue il y a 
l’apparence qu’il faut choisir entre la seclusion d’une seule langue étriquée ou ouvrir 
à l’autre. Les auteurs du manifeste de la littérature-monde prend cette approche. Ils 
croient qu’avec la langue française, on arrive enfin à une ouverture de l’esprit vers 

l’autre, un retour « à la poussière des routes, au frisson du dehors, au regard croisé 
d’inconnus » (Le Bris, p.1). Avec cette littérature, proclament-ils, on revient enfin à 
la « vraie », la poussière dans laquelle nous marchons, le dehors pas encore explorer, 
et les rapports entre les gens qui ne se connaissent pas. 

Camille de Toledo, auteur de Visiter le Flurkistan ou Les Illusions de la Littéra-
ture-Monde critique les suppositions de ce manifeste, en passant beaucoup de temps 
sur cette trinité de la poussière, du dehors, et des regards croisés d'inconnus. En 
parlant du manifeste, Toledo propose, « Le triptyque de la poussière, du dehors et de 
l’inconnu est, en fait, une idéologie substitutive, une incroyable réduction des pos-
sibilités de la littérature » (De Toledo, p.30). Le manifeste de la littérature-monde, 
suggère Toledo, n’est qu’une nouvelle idéologie qui proclame la mort d’une autre 
idéologie. Il ne s’échappe pas d’idéologie. Le manifeste de la littérature-monde parle 
de son universalité et de sa largesse, mais en réalité, il crée des limitations et des 
réductions de possibilités. Après avoir lu les critiques de Toledo, c’est possible de 
voir les liens avec le travail de Glissant sur les langues. Glissant écrit, « It would be 
more beautiful to live in a symphony of languages than in some reduced universal 
monolingualism – neutral and standardized » (Glissant, p.112). Un monolinguisme 
forcé détruit la créativité et de plus, n’offre pas la « vraie ». Une rupture ouvre entre 
la « vraie » plurilingue et sa représentation obstinément monolingue.

 Glissant continue cette idée avec une conversation sur les interactions entre 
et dans les pays monolingues, translingues, et bilingues. La complexité qui existe 
dans ses relations nous permettons de nous en sortir de cette fausse binaire entre 
l’isolation et l’ouverture à l’autre, et nous arrivons à l’idée que, « Creating in any 
language thus assumes that one be inhabited by the impossible desire for all the 
languages of the world.» (Glissant, p.107). Pour les auteurs translingues et mono-
lingues, c’est ce désir impossible pour toutes les langues qui insère la « vraie », le 
monde, dans leurs œuvres. On n’a pas besoin exclusivement de la poussière pour 
le faire. 

Cette conversation nous mène à la notion de la transparence. Glissant re-
marque que les gens nombrilistes sont, « intent on confining themselves to the false 
transparency of a world they used to run; they do not want to enter into the penetra-
ble opacity of a world in which one exists, or agrees, to exist, with and among others 
» (Glissant, p.114). L’idée de la transparence, donc, implique que le soi prétend de 
comprendre l’autre, d’un niveau si superficiel qu’il efface cette profondeur opaque 
qui existe. Le but, selon Glissant, est d’embrasser l’opacité et d’être à l’aise avec la 
notion qu’on vit avec et parmi des autres. Mais, il est beaucoup plus facile de vivre 
dans la transparence et c’est dans cette piège qui tombent les auteurs du manifeste. 

Coincé dans leur monolinguisme, les auteurs du manifeste rendent l’autre 
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transparente. Ces autres des pays francophones, disent-ils, nous les comprenons 
parce qu’ils s’expriment en français. Ils sont comme nous. Ce jeu est dangereux à 
plusieurs niveaux. Oui, les être humaines sont tous valables et égales. Mais, c’est faux 
de dire qu’on comprend toutes les cultures du monde. Même l’idée de comprendre 
le français est déjà problématique. Glissant explique, « Whatever the craven purist 
must say… there are several French languages today, and languages allow us to 
conceive of their unicity according to a new mode, in which French can no longer 
be monolingual » (Glissant, p.119). Donc, il existe plusieurs langues françaises. Il 
y a, bien sûr, le français de Paris, mais il y aussi le français d’Haïti, de la Louisiane, 
de l’Algérie et d'ailleurs. Dans une seule langue, une mille variations prolifèrent, 
la multiplicité règne. De plus, quand on ajoute l’existence des auteurs translingues 
d’expression française, l'agrandissement du monde dont parle Huston et le « intra-
textual untranslatability » dont Dutton parle, on voit clairement l’absurdité de dire 
qu’il est seulement un français.  

Pour explorer les oeuvres divers en français, il faut avoir un cadre ancré dans 
l’idée de l’opacité dont Glissant explique. Si la transparence cible à réduire l’autre 
pour le comprendre, l’opacité essaye « To feel in solidarity with him or to build with 
him or to like what he does, it is not necessary to grasp him. It is not necessary to 
try to become the other (to become other) nor to ‘make him’ in my image » (Glis-
sant, p.193).  Clairement, Glissant montre que l’autre n’est pas soi, et en arrêtant 
d’essayer de devenir l’autre, on arrive à la solidarité enracinée dans l’opacité. Si la 
transparence est sournoise car elle essaye de cacher l'identité et l'esprit de l'autre, 
l’opacité est un espoir pour réaliser que l'identité de l'autre est profonde. L’opacité 
restaure la visibilité. 

Glissant continue son exploration de l’opacité avec l’idée qu’elle est, « subsis-
tence within an irreducible singularity » (Glissant, p.189). C’est la nature, « irreduc-
ible » de l’opacité qui la rend importante. Ce n’est pas possible de réduire l’opacité, 
de la saisir avec assurance. L’opacité est une singularité, c’est-à-dire, elle est unique. 
Elle travaille contre la transparence. Dans un entretien intitulée « Essayer d'être ce 
qu l'on est » avec Gerty Dambury, en parlant des mythes fondateurs et à quoi ils 
servent, elle arrivent à l'idée de l'opacité. Elle explique :

N'y a-t-il pas urgence à revenir au quotidien et se poser la question du com-
ment vivre avec l'autre ici et maintenant ? Toi avec moi, moi en face de toi 
en tant qu'être, en tant qu'humain, en tant qu'individu qui est une part de 
moi-même et comment vivre avec toi dans moi. (Dambury, 4)

Elle remet en question l'idée qu'il faut d'abord explorer des grandes questions com-

me des mythes fondateurs. Par contre, elle argumente qu'il faut apprendre comment 
vivre avec l'autre ici et maintenant. Il n'y a pas de temps à perdre car vivre avec 
l'autre est une mission urgente. Dambury propose que la question de comment 
vivre avec l'autre ici et maintenant est le but le plus important à réaliser. Elle ne veut 
pas qu'on essaye de comprendre l'autre d'une manière transparente. Elle croit qu'on 
devrait apprendre comment vivre ensemble car l'autre est une partie du soi, et il faut 
avoir l'esprit ouvert de « vivre avec toi dans moi » (Dambury, 4) même quand l'autre 
est opaque et difficile à interpréter. 

Dans la littérature, il y a deux opacités qui s’opposent : « Literary textual 
practice thus represents an opposition between two opacities : the irreducible opaci-
ty of the text… and the always evolving opacity of the author and reader » (Glissant, 
p. 115). Donc, les deux opacités jouent ensemble et s’enrichissent mutuellement. 
L’opacité du lecteur ou l’auteur est dans un état de flux, d’évolution constante. 
Quand on pense des auteurs qui viennent des origines différentes de les nôtres, c’est 
crucial d’utiliser un cadre d’opacité pour aborder leurs œuvres. Le Bris et Rouaud 
se moquent de la francophonie, il la rend transparente et en faisant cette transpar-
ence ils se dupent en croyant qu’ils comprennent le monde qui parle français. Leur 
manifeste proclame qu’il veut rendre équitable le champ littéraire pour les auteurs 
francophones mais malheureusement, le manifeste est mal ciblé. Il aurait dû soute-
nir l’opacité qui existe dans la littérature écrite par des auteurs d’expression française. 

Donc, si nous voulons explorer la littérature des écrivains translingues d’ex-
pression française d’une manière profonde, il faut aller plus loin. Il faut aller ailleurs 
de la littérature monde vers une littérature opaque et translingue. 

Dans cette dissertation, nous explorerons deux œuvres translingues d’expres-
sion française dans lesquelles la nourriture joue un rôle importante. C’est une tâche 
difficile d’utiliser la nourriture, quelque chose de très tangible dans la littérature sans 
perdre l’essentiel: l'acte de manger, la réponse physique du corps. De plus, mettre 
la nourriture dans une position importante quand elle est souvent regardée comme 
domaine domestique qui est vu de l'extérieur comme passive exige une tournure 
de la structure dominante. Dans deux œuvres de deux écrivaines guadeloupéennes 
noires, nous verrons comment elles ont transformé les représentations de la nourri-
ture dans un outil d’action, et de pouvoir. À travers leurs œuvres, Un Papillon dans 
la Cité de Gisèle Pineau et Trames de Gerty Dambury nous explorerons l’écriture 
et la représentation de la nourriture. Les deux utilisent les représentations de la 
nourriture pour parler de l'identité, de la communauté, de la créolité, et de l’héri-
tage de la colonisation. Les deux auteurs traduisent la nourriture dans un outil de 
prendre de pouvoir, de lutter contre la transparence, de promouvoir la translingue 
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et de s’exprimer en utilisant la créativité.  Comparé à la perception patriarcale où la 
nourriture est relégué dans la domaine domestique, ces exemples de Dambury et de 
Pineau  montrent comment la nourriture est un outil puissant dans la vie et dans 
la littérature.

Le premier oeuvre que nous allons explorer est Un Papillon dans la Cité de 
Gisèle Pineau. Pineau est née en 1956 à Paris de parents guadeloupéens. À l'âge de 
quatre ans elle est allée en Guadeloupe, et elle se passait son enfance entre les Antil-
les et la métropole. Un Papillon dans la Cité a été publié en 1992, et il chronique la 
vie de Félicie, une jeune fille guadeloupéenne qui quitte la Guadeloupe et sa grand 
mère, Man Ya,  avec qui elle est très proche, pour aller en France et vivre avec sa 
mère. 

Au milieu du roman, Félicie se trouve à l'appartement de son ami, Mohamed. 
La famille de Mohamed vient de l'Algérie d'origine berbère, mais Mohamed est né 
en France. Quand les deux arrivent à l'appartement, ils sont en train de parler du 
loukoum, un dessert algérien. Félicie lui demande qu'est-ce que c'est le loukoum 
et Mohamed explique qu'il est un type de gâteau. À ce moment-là, Félicie pense, « 
une petite bougie gourmandise s'est allumée dans ma tête. J'ai revu à sa lueur, Man 
Ya en train de préparer un bon gros doukoun. Loukoum et doukoun, ça se joue sur 
la même musique, ça rime, c'est parent » (Pineau, p. 56). Félicie n'a jamais goûté 
de loukoum, mais elle fait un lien dans son esprit entre cela et le doukoun, un plat 
qu'elle connaît très bien qui est aussi un gâteau, mais de pâte non levée. Le souvenir 
du doukoun l'envoie vers la Guadeloupe et elle voit Man Ya en train de le préparer. 
Les doukouns qui sont sucrés représentent la tendresse que Félicie a pour sa grand 
mère et le loukoum qui est inconnu mais familier grâce à ce lien étymologique 
l'amène vers ces souvenirs doux. La répétition des sons « ouk » et « ou » dans les deux 
mots renforce cette familiarité. 

Il est important que Pineau met les deux mots côte à côte car ce positionne-
ment  renforce le lien que Félicie ressent. De plus, le choix d'utiliser les mots précis, 
c'est à dire  « doukoun » et « loukoum » et pas « gâteau » est un prise de pouvoir, 
même si les mots sont une translittération dans le cas de « loukoum » et une approx-
imation dans le cas de « doukoun » de l'original. Avec ce choix, Pineau montre que 
la langue française n'est pas le seul outil qu'elle utilise pour créer cet univers dans 
lequel Félicie habite. Pour parler de ces deux plats guadeloupéens et algériens, il faut 
utiliser les langues qui viennent de ces pays. Pineau mélange plusieurs langues sur un 
seul page. Nous voyons clairement le processus de la créolisation. 

Ici, nous parlons de la créolisation et de la créolité définies dans « Éloge de la 
Créolité » de Jean Bernabé, Patrick Chamoiseau, et Raphaël Confiant. Selon « Éloge 
de la Créolité » la créolité est, « l'agrégat interactionnel ou transactionnel, des élé-

ments  culturels caraïbes, européens, africains, asiatiques, et levantins, que le joug de 
l'histoire a réunis sur le même sol » (Bernabé et al., p.26). Si nous considérons cette 
définition comme point de départ pour comprendre les créolizations qui se passent 
dans les oeuvres que nous explorons, il faut approfondir l'idée de « transactionnel » 
et de « interactionnel ». Le préfixe « trans » signifie « à travers » en tant que « inter » 
signifie « entre ». Donc, la créolité est un agrégat des interactions entre les cultures, 
et les transactions à travers les cultures diverses. Mais il faut élaborer le contexte de 
ces transactions. La composante capitaliste ne peut pas être ignorée. Elle a assuré que 
les transactions n'étaient jamais égales. Il y avait, et il reste aujourd'hui un déséquili-
bre de pouvoir des transactions entre les Antilles et l'ouest.

 Éloge parle du fait que « le joug de l'histoire a réunis [tous ses éléments] sur le 
même sol », mais la raison pour laquelle cela s'est passé est grâce au goût capitaliste 
pour le sucre. La monoculture du sucre qui a dévasté les îles caraïbes était créé pour 
satisfaire cet appétit insatiable. Donc, la créolité s'opère hors d'une seule culture, 
mais les inégalités de pouvoir sont toujours présentes. Elle est une mélange vivante 
qui se produit au fur et à mesure. Même la notion d'un "agrégat" nous permet 
les changements fluides. Un agrégat est un ensemble, mais les ensembles peuvent 
changer de la composition en restant un ensemble.  

Dans cette partie du livre où Félicie rend visite à l'appartement de Mohamed, 
Pineau montre l'idée que les gens créolisés ont, « goûté[s] à toutes les langues, à 
toutes parlures » (Bernabé et al., p.26). Félicie goûte du loukoum en pensant au 
doukoun. Même si Félicie narre son récit en français, dans cette scène elle pense 
en plusieurs langues. Félicie vit dans un monde mélangé, et à travers la tresse des 
langues, Pineau montre ce métissage, ce désir de parler toutes les langues et de 
goûter à tout que le monde offre. 

Nous revenons vers Glissant. Dans le manifeste de la Littérature-Monde, les 
auteurs disent que la créolisation est provinciale. Par contre, c'est cette créolisation 
qui ouvre le monde de Félicie dans le roman. À travers la mélange des cultures qui 
se passent en parlant de doukoun et loukoum, Félicie crée des liens entre sa propre 
culture et une nouvelle culture. Les desserts qui « joue[ent] sur la même musique » 
casse les frontières entre les gens. La nourriture révèle l'opacité. 

Plus tard dans cette scène, Félicie rencontre Fathia, la grand mère de Mo-
hamed. Fathia lui demande, « Ti aimes loukoum ? Et makroude et baklawa ? » 
(Pineau,p. 56). Félicie n'a pas encore gouté ces plats, mais elle dit oui. La manière 
dont Pineau à décidé d'écrire la question avec l'orthographe pas orthodoxe montre 
les origines étrangères de Fathia. Comme Félicie, elle vient d'ailleurs. De plus, c'est 
elle qui fait le loukoum, qui crée ce lien tangible avec son pays d'origine. Pour elle, 
qui n'écrit pas, « Cooking acts as a tool for communication and as a method for 
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transmitting a lived history" (Loichot, p.95). Elle a un rôle très actif dans la cuisine, 
et elle devient, « a dynamic cultural agent who politicizes her kitchen through the 
preparation of specific foods that subvert and transform mainstream paradigms of 
'French' cuisine through Maghrebi creolizations » (Mehta, p.45).  À travers l'acte 
de cuisiner, Fathia prend le pouvoir de montre sa culture à une nouvelle généra-
tion d'enfants. En agissant ainsi, elle inverse le rôle transactionnel traditionnel. 
Maintenant, c'est elle, une femme algérienne qui donne un produit à la métropole 
française. Sa création du loukoum est une contribution à la société française. Iro-
niquement, elle crée des plats sucrés, et c'était le sucre qui a beaucoup contribué au 
commencé  rôle colonial de la France. Fathia transforme sa cuisine dans un lieu de 
résistance politique. Elle ne s'adapte pas à la culture dominante française, par contre, 
elle soutient sa propre culture en faisant du loukoum. La création d'une pâtisserie 
algérienne transforme les « paradigms of 'French' cuisine » 

La cuisine française est connue pour sa réputation d'élégance et son charme 
universel. Par contre, elle a la tendance de minimiser les contributions des autres 
type de cuisiner d'une manière qui les rend transparente. Dans son tour d'ivoire, la 
cuisine française n'a pas d'opinion haute sur les autres cuisines du monde. En fait, 
« Academics, cooks and diners alike seem resistant to revise the myth of the supe-
riority of French cuisine in spite of the influence of post-colonial and postmodern 
analyses and their critique of eurocentric metanarratives » (Janer, p.392). Ce mythe 
de la supériorité et de l'universalité  de la cuisine française semble lié au mythe de 
la langue française.

Pineau lutte contre les deux mythes en même temps. Avec la fabrication 
du loukoum, Fathia établit sa cuisine traditionnelle dans un pays étranger et en 
écrivant cette partie du roman, Pineau mets l'emphase sur la réaction de Félicie.  Sa 
réaction quand elle goûte du loukoum montre la qualité de la cuisine de Fathia, et 
de l'écriture de Pineau. Elle écrit, « Un délice. À chaque bouchée, une fine pellicule 
de sucre tapissait mes lèvres que je léchais et pourléchais avec application pour faire 
durer le plaisir. Mohamed riait parce que je fermais les yeux » (Pineau, p. 59). Le 
lecteur est transporté dans l'esprit de Félicie. Le loukoum sucré est un délice raffiné. 
Félicie répond à la sensation du sucre avec les yeux fermés et elle met la langue sur 
les lèvres couvertes en poudre fine de sucre pour prolonger l'expérience de manger. 
Pineau remet en cause la notion de la supériorité de la cuisine française. Elle nous 
offre une description exquise de l'acte de manger, de goûter de quelque chose sucrée 
et délicieuse, mais elle ne donne rien sur le goût ou les ingrédients du loukoum. 
Pineau décrit le processus de manger et de savourer du loukoum d'une manière qui 
installe le désir de le goûter chez le lecteur. C'est un exemple parfait de l'opacité et 
de comment Pineau montre une manque de la langue française en utilisant elle pour 

créer cette belle scène. Si le lecteur n'a jamais goûté du loukoum, il peut  imaginer le 
processus de le manger mais pas le goût. Pineau l'emporte hors de sa propre expéri-
ence et existence et elle le met dans l'esprit de Félicie. 

Pineau exploite la manque de la langue française pour élaborer l'opacité. Elle 
écrit en français pour décrire l'acte de manger mais elle ne dit rien sur les éléments 
spécifiques du loukoum. Elle le pourrait, mais si elle le faisait elle rendrait le louk-
oum et l'acte de le manger transparents aux lecteurs qui ne le connaissent pas. La 
langue française n'est pas capable de transmettre cet expérience en son intégralité. Il 
faut que Pineau utilise d'autres langues pour nommer le plat, et qu'elle laisse un peu 
de mystère autour du goût du plat. Elle offre l'opacité de la nourriture aux lecteurs 
d'une manière subtile et avec maestria. Pineau n'est pas la seule écrivaine qui utilise 
la translinguisme et l'opacité en parlant de nourriture. Un autre exemple superbe est 
Gerty Dambury, écrivaine, dramaturge et poète guadeloupéenne. 

Gerty Dambury est née à Point-à-Pitre en 1957 et elle habitait en Guade-
loupe pour la plupart de son enfance. Elle s'est installée en France pour l'université 
et aujourd'hui elle voyage entre les deux. En addition de ses pièces de théâtre, sa 
poésie, ses nouvelles et ses romans, elle fait partie d'une coalition qui s'appelle « 
Décolonisons les arts ! » qui lutte pour l'inclusion des personnes de couleur dans 
les arts. Sa pièce de théâtre Trames a paru en 2008. Il s'agit de trois personnages 
principaux: Gilette qui est la mère, Christian qui est le fils et Dabar, une femme 
mystérieuse qui met la scène mais qui est visible seulement pour le public. Le fils, 
Christian est accroché aux drogues et il fréquente la maison de Gilette pour manger. 
Il est toujours en train de perdre de travail. Gilette travaille pendant la journée en 
transcrivant des défis et des vies des femmes antillaises.  Elle s'inquiète de son fils 
toujours et leur rapport est difficile, mais les deux passent plusieurs repas ensemble. 
La pièce suit les visites de Christian et les enregistrements de Gilette. 

La première scène commence avec Gilette endormie dans un fauteuil. Dabar, 
la femme mystérieuse offre les premiers mots de la pièce, puis Christian entre et il 
parle. Gilette s'éveille aux mots vulgaires en créole de son fils. Elle réplique, « Je t'at-
tendais plus tôt » et puis « Je t'attendais pour dîner » (Dambury, p.11). Les mots vul-
gaires en créole ne sont pas traduits pour le public. La réponse de Gilette en français 
va directement à la nourriture et elle ne fait pas attention à la déclaration de Chris-
tian. Par contre, elle se penche sur la nourriture et si Christian a mangé ou pas. Pen-
dant cette conversation elle fait cinq références directes à manger. Elle lui demande 
s'il a mangé, qu'est-ce qu'il a mangé, et puis elle lui demande de manger. Christian 
répond qu'il a mangé « Comme d'habitude » et « ce qui passait, j'ai attrapé... Une 
banane ici, une orange là, un bokit ailleurs. Autant dire rien » (Dambury, p.12). 
C'est clair qu'il n'a pas bien mangé, et c'est suggéré qu'il a mangé seul parce qu'il dit 
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qu'il a mangé ceux qu'il a attrapé. Donc, il n'a pas mangé un vrai repas. 
Si on interprète sa réponse avec les mots de Simone Schwarz-Bart, « Manger 

seul n'est pas manger » (Loichot, p.170). on peut comprendre pourquoi Gilette 
demande continuellement s'il a vraiment mangé.  C'est une notion intéressant. Si, 
comme Schwarz-Bart a dit, l'acte de manger seul ne constitue pas manger, c'est 
évident pourquoi Gilette continue à donner manger à son fils, même si leur rapport 
est difficile. Nous avons choisi cette phrase de Simone Schwarz-Bart car elle est aussi 
femme antillaise et écrivaine. Cette définition vient des Antilles, et c'est pour cela 
que nous l'avons choisi. Gilette vie cette définition dans ses interactions avec son 
fils. Cette idée de manger ensemble est explorée tout au long de la pièce, et elle est 
compliqué par le public qui regarde ce rapport intime de l'extérieur. 

Notre exploration sur l'acte de manger et la nourriture commence avec la 
deuxième scène de la pièce et puis nous passerons par l'idée de l'interieur et de l'ex-
térieur. La scène ouvre avec Gilette qui prépare le dîner anniversaire de Christian. 
Elle se parle: 

Des coquilles Saint-Jacques, de la crème fraîche, un peu de curry pour garder 
un soupçon d'Antilles... Il adore les coquilles Saint Jacques... Je sens qu'il va 
être surpris... Avec quoi je vais faire ça. On a le choix, pommes de terre, riz, 
ah non, patates douce... Le mélange du sucré des patates douces et du curry, 
ça risque de lui plaire. Il faut qu'il mange, ce garçon, il n'a jamais beaucoup 
aimé manger... Mais j'ai l'impression qu'il est en train de changer. (Dambury, 
25) 

Le dîner de Christian a plusieurs éléments. D'abord il y a les coquilles preparées 
dans un style très français. D'habitude les fruits de mer sont commun aux îles, mais 
le style que Gilette a choisi est européen. Puis, il y a de la crème fraiche et du curry 
pour "garder un soupçon d'Antilles » car Gilette se rend compte que les coquilles 
Saint-Jacques et la crème fraîche sont français. Alors, elle décide de les mettre avec 
quelque chose qui n'est pas du tout français, le curry. En général les franco-français 
n'aime pas d'épices, et le curry est épicé. Gilette réfute la supériorité de la cuisine 
française en choisissant des éléments antillais à ajouter au repas. Après le curry, elle 
dit qu'elle veut utiliser les patates douces. Les patates douces sont similaires aux 
ignames qui sont une nourriture avec des liens forts à l'Afrique. Les ignames sont 
une racine qui évoque, « the motif of diasporic culinary retention from West Africa. 
Like beans, yams are equally hardy, nutritious in value, and versatile and can be 
either boiled, fried, or pounded into meal » (Mehta, p. 33). Les patates douces et 
les ignames montre l'enracinement à la culture africaine, mais de les mettre avec le 

curry montre l'esprit et la créolité des Antilles. Ce repas est un mélange des éléments 
qui viennent d'Europe, de l'Afrique, des Antilles, et de l'Asie. La nourriture antil-
laise et son rapport avec la nourriture européenne et africaine crée l'opacité. 

Différemment  de Pineau, Dambury ne parle pas de l'acte de manger en 
détail. Une grande raison pour la différence vient du fait que Trames est une pièce, 
alors le public voit les personnages sur la scène. Dambury prend plus de temps sur 
l'acte de manger ensemble au lieu de se focaliser sur l'acte de manger et la réponse de 
corps. Dans son article The Ethics of Eating Together: The Case of French Postcolonial 
Literature, Valérie Loichot explore l'acte de manger et l'éthique de manger ensemble. 
Elle explique, « When the political hurts, the customary resists. The stronghold of 
customary resistance is culinary expression. The privileged site of ethical resistance 
is the scene of eating together. » Christian est perturbé tout au long de la pièce, mais 
le constant pour lui est l'acte de manger avec sa mère, même si Gilette indique qu'il 
n'aime pas manger. Quand Christian entre chez Gilette les problèmes arrivent en 
masse. Le chômage, les drogues, le patriarcat viennent chez Gilette avec lui. Gilette 
résiste avec l'acte de préparer la nourriture et de la manger avec lui. 

De plus, contrairement à un roman où le public interagit avec les personnag-
es d'une manière éloigné, une pièce de théâtre met le public physiquement proche 
aux personnages. Si nous regardons encore les deux types d'opacité dont Glissant 
parle, celle de l'auteur et du lecteur, qui évolue constamment et celle du texte qui 
est irréductible nous arrivons à la tension qui existe entre l'espace intime de manger 
ensemble et le public qui le regard. Le texte, dans ce cas, Trames a une opacité qui est 
créé par l'usage de créole, la représentation de la nourriture et de manger ensemble. 
Pourtant, le public a leur propre opacité. C'est possible que le public voit un peu 
de soi dans la pièce et que le rapport entre mère et fils évoque des sentiments qu'ils 
ne savaient pas étaient là. Ou peut-être que certains d'entre eux ont goûté de la 
nourriture représenté et ils ont des associations avec elle. Gerty Dambury la théâtre 
comme espace d'exploration. 

Dans un entretien avec Stéphanie Bérard, elle a dit, « le théâtre pour moi 
est une manière de rendre visible le monde qui m'habite » (Dambury). Le monde 
intérieur a la tendance de devenir invisible, et selon Dambury, la théâtre peut l'illu-
miner. La théâtre n'explique pas ce monde interne, ni essaye de le rendre transpar-
ent. Elle le donne la visibilité et en faisant cela, elle traduit. La juxtaposition entre le 
monde interne sur la scène et le public qui le regard crée la tension, mais l'utilisation 
des moments intimes entre Gilette et Christian en train de manger permettent le 
public d'entrer dans leur monde pour un instant parce que chaque personne connaît 
l'experience de manger avec quelqu'un d'autre. Trames est si efficace car il invite le 
public dans son monde.  
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Dans Un Papillon dans la Cité and Trames, nous voyons plusieurs langues, 
cultures et valeurs. Les deux auteurs tissent l'opacité avec leur représentations de la 
nourriture. Ces mondes-là qui existent dans leurs oeuvres ne sont pas capable à être 
exprimés exclusivement en français. Il faut avoir le translinguisme, la traduction de 
l'expérience et l'opacité. Il faut aller ailleurs de la Littérature-Monde en français vers 
une littérature translingue, opaque et significative.  

The following pages contain the English translation of this essay. Many of the sources 
cited were originally written in English, and those remain the same. However, for 
the sources written in French, any errors in translation belong to the author. All 
quotations originally in French are bordered by “« »” to indicate the author's trans-
lation. Languages are the soul of this piece, so the author appreciates the reader's 
consideration for any meaning lost in translation or not granted its due justice. 

A final note of clarification: In French, for a formal paper, it is customary to use 
“We” when referring to the author of a piece, even if there is only one author. 
In keeping with that spirit, the author refers to herself as “We” throughout the 
translation.  

Translation Note
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However, the goal of the manifesto-- that all writing written in French be a 
part of a vast coalition of world literature in French-- is tempting. It is a noble ef-
fort to eliminate national borders, to have writing that is global, transnational, and 
accessible by the entire world. Unfortunately, the problem remains that this type of 
thinking perpetuates the false idea of the universality of the French language and 
the France/world dichotomy. The manifesto's authors use this framework of center 
and periphery to say that the dichotomy of center and periphery no longer exists. 

In any case, if we  look at it from another angle, we can focus on the second 
part of the manifesto, the notion of « in French ». When the manifesto appeared 
in Le Monde in autumn of 2007, the entire title was Pour une Littérature-Monde 
en français. Curiously, in the book that followed it, the words « in French » had 
disappeared from the title. The idea of a littérature-monde in French calls back to 
ideas of the universality of the French language and to its supposed ability to express 
everything. There are many authors who speak French who express themselves in 
multiple languages, or who can express themselves in other languages but choose 
to publish their works in French. This notion of the untranslatable and the trans-
lingual are not present in the manifesto.  In speaking of the usage of language, the 
manifesto mocks Francophonie saying, « No one speaks francophone, nor writes 
in francophone » (Le Bris, p. 1). It is true that francophone is not a language, but 
the manifesto ignores that the majority of francophone people speak or can express 
themselves in multiple languages. 

While referencing « Against World Literature » by Emily Apter, Jaqueline 
Dutton remarks, « her analysis justified  the existence of the translingual text, as 
recognizing untranslatability from one text in German to another in Mandarin, 
for example, indicating by extension that the intratextual untranslatability must 
also be acknowledged » (Dutton, p.408). Dutton offers an enriching perspective on 
the littérature-monde in French debate. If, according to the manifesto's authors, all 
writing in French is a part of littérature-monde in French, what does that mean for 
translations? And if we consider, as Dutton said, that translations exist even within 
and not always forcibly between texts, what does this mean for monolingual littéra-
ture-monde when it is written by translingual authors?  

Dutton raises the idea of this « intratexutal untranslatability » again when she 
continues with, « If authors are challenged by the sayability or expressibility of their 
ideas in the chosen language of publication, a conscious or un-conscious re-creation 
of and in language may take place, drawing on linguistic models that are unfamiliar 
or exotic in the principal language of writing » (Dutton, p.408). Thus, even in the 
same language of expression, one can be faced with the untranslatable because a 
process of recreation takes place. When a writer transfers a lived experience into the 

The Manifesto for Littérature-Monde (World Literature) in French proclaims 
the end of the France/world dichotomy. According to the manifesto, all literature 
written in French should be equal. It is an appealing idea that the metropole will 
no longer dominate the French language literary scene; however, the manifesto ob-
stinately retains a monolingual approach, seemingly detached from the political 
and historical reality that molded the very dichotomy it argues is dead. This project 
attempts to go beyond Littérature-Monde in French towards the richness that trans-
lingual authors bring to their works. In particular, I use the framework of opacity 
developed by the Antillean philosopher Édouard Glissant, and I focus on represen-
tations of food as a means to develop the opacity of a work. Two texts, one a play 
and the other a novel, will be used to explore and deepen these ideas: Trames by 
Gerty Dambury and Un Papillon dans la Cité by Gisèle Pineau. 

The authors of the Manifesto for Littérature-Monde believe that Francopho-
nie is dead. It is not a slow death, but a decisive and final one. This manifesto, 
published by Michel Le Bris and Jean Rouaud and signed by forty other signatories, 
declared the end to the Paris/Province, France/World, Center/Periphery dichotomy. 
They declare that France is no longer the center of the French language literary 
scene. Their evidence comes from the French literary prizes of 2007. All of the 
prizes were won by francophone authors who were not Franco-French. Thus, all 
of the winners of the prize that year came from elsewhere, a marked upheaval. The 
manifesto announces that a Copernican revolution is occurring in which authors of 
the world are returning to France. 

On the other hand, several critics of the manifesto have highlighted the iro-
ny of using French literary prizes to announce the end of French power over the 
literary milieu. In the chapter, « What does Littérature-Monde Mean for French, 
Francophone and Post-colonial Studies? » that appeared in Transnational French 
Studies : Postcolonialism and Littérature-Monde, Hargreaves et al. explain, « a con-
sistent refrain has insisted upon the dangers of simply announcing the end of the 
French/Francophone dichotomy without taking into account the complex histori-
cal and cultural challenge that has been posed by the development of a field called 
Francophone studies which intersects in important ways with considerations of the 
still potent legacy of empire » (Hargreaves, p. 3). It is no big secret that the history 
of the Francophone world is hopelessly entangled with its colonial heritage. The 
Manifesto for Littérature-Monde does not take into account the complex and painful 
history of this dichotomy that they announce no longer exists. As Hargreaves et al. 
emphasized, Francophone and Post-colonial Studies continue to pose questions on 
the links between the Francophone world and France and in doing so, they continue 
to interact with the legacy of the empire. 
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written word, elements of the story are lost and gained. Another writer, Nancy Hus-
ton, says in relation to translation, « He (a true writer) writes to increase the world, 
to push back against boundaries. He writes so that the world is doubled, cleared, ir-
rigated, interrogated, illuminated, by another world, and that it becomes habitable. 
In doing so, the writer translates » (Huston, p. 153).  In her opinion, translation is 
not linked forcibly to linguistic expression. Instead, translation comes about from 
the goal of the writer. He or she writes to double the world, to illuminate the real 
world with another world-- that of the author. The two definitions of translation 
show the absurdity of  being mired in a monolinguistic approach when translation 
exists everywhere. Often it is impossible to convey an experience in a way that is 
completely transparent to the reader. 

We frequently find ourselves faced with the unsayable, the untranslatable. 
The manifesto for littérature-monde ignores this aspect of the untranslatable in trans-
lation. It suggests that the French language eliminates the barrier of the "other," of 
writers of the French language, held between two or more cultures, often questioned 
as to why this strange disparity  relegates them to the margins, them, ‘francophones.’ 
an exotic, barely tolerated variant »  (Le Bris, p.2). But in reality, the French lan-
guage does not eliminate the cultural, socio-economic, and historic barriers and 
differences between France and the rest of the world. In his book La Poétique de la 
Relation (cited in this paper from the English version), Édouard Glissant, a Martin-
ican writer, writes in detail on the ideas of transparency, opacity, and language. He 
elaborates, « Neither its humanizing function however (the famous universality of 
French as the bearer of  humanism), nor its concordant predestination to be clear 
(its pleasurable rationality) stand up to examination. Languages have no mission » 
(Glissant, p.114). French is not an ideology, nor a political system, nor a universal 
language, nor a divine mission. Humanism and clarity are not linked to a single 
language. French is simply a language, and languages do not have missions. 

In the section entitled « To Build the Tower », he explains, « ‘Live in seclusion 
or open up to the other’: this was supposedly the only alternative to any population 
demanding the right to speak its own language” (Glissant, p.103). For populations 
that demand the right to speak and speak to each other in their own language, there 
is the implication that they must choose between the seclusion of a single provincial 
language or that they must open up to the other. The authors of the manifesto take 
this approach. They believe that with the French language, we finally arrive at an 
open-mindedness towards the other, a return « to the dust of the roads, to the thrill 
of the outdoors to the exchanged glances of strangers » (Le Bris, p. 1). They declare 
that with this literature, we finally return to the "real," the dust in which we walk, 
the unknown yet to be explored, and the relationships formed between strangers. 
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Camille de Toledo, author of Visiter le Flurkistan ou Les Illusions de la Littéra-
ture-Monde, critiques these suppositions of the manifesto, passing a large part of his 
critique on this trinity of dust, outdoors, and exchanged glances. In reference to the 
manifesto, Toledo proposes, « The tryptic of the dust, the outdoors and the stranger, 
is, in fact, a substitutive ideology, an incredible reduction of the possibilities of lit-
erature » (Toledo, p. 30). Toledo suggests that the manifesto of littérature-monde is 
no more than a new ideology that announces the death of another ideology. It does 
not escape from ideology. The manifesto of littérature-monde discusses its universal-
ity and its reach, but in reality, it creates limitations and reductions of possibilities. 
After having read the critique of Toledo, it is possible to see the connection with 
Glissant's work on languages. Glissant writes, « It would be more beautiful to live in 
a symphony of languages than in some reduced universal monolingualism – neutral 
and standardized » (Glissant, p.112). A forced monolingualism destroys creativity, 
and what is more, it does not offer the « real ». Instead, a rupture emerges between 
the « real » which is plurilingual and its stubbornly monolingual representation. 

Glissant continues this idea with a conversation on the interactions between 
and within monolingual, translingual and bilingual countries. The complexity that 
exists in these relations permits us to escape the false binary between isolation and 
opening up to the other. We arrive at the idea that « Creating in any language thus 
assumes that one be inhabited by the impossible desire for all the languages of the 
world» (Glissant, p.107). For translingual and monolingual authors, it is this impos-
sible desire for all of the languages of the world that situates the « real », the world, 
in their works. One does not need « dust » to achieve a sense of realness. 

This conversation leads up to the notion of transparency. Glissant remarks 
that self-centered individuals are « intent on confining themselves to the false trans-
parency of a world they used to run; they do not want to enter into the penetrable 
opacity of a world in which one exists, or agrees, to exist, with and among others 
» (Glissant, p.114). The idea of transparency thus implies that the self pretends to 
understand the other at such a superficial level that they erase the profound opacity 
that exists. The goal, according to Glissant, is to embrace the opacity of the other 
and to be at ease with the idea that we live with and among others. But it is much 
easier to live in transparency, and it is into this trap the authors of the manifesto fall. 

Cornered in their monolingualism, the authors of the manifesto render the 
other transparent. They claim to understand these other francophone countries be-
cause they express themselves in French. Therefore, they are like "us." This is a dan-
gerous game on many levels. Yes, all human beings are valuable and equal. However, 
it is false to say that one can understand all of the cultures of the world. Even the 
idea of understanding the French language is already problematic. Glissant explains, 
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« Whatever the craven purist must say… There are several French languages today, 
and languages allow us to conceive of their unicity according to a new mode, in 
which French can no longer be monolingual » (Glissant, p.119). Thus, there exist 
multiple French languages. There is, of course, the French of Paris, but there is also 
the French of Haiti, of Louisiana, of Algeria, and of elsewhere. In a single language, 
a million variations proliferate; multiplicity reigns. Furthermore, when we add in 
the existence of translingual authors who write in French, the "doubling" of the 
world of which Huston writes, and the « intratextual untranslatability » of Dutton, 
we clearly see the absurdity of saying that there is only one French language. 

In order to explore diverse works in French, it is necessary to have a frame-
work rooted in Glissant's idea of opacity. If  transparency aims to reduce the other 
in order to understand them, opacity tries « To feel in solidarity with him or to build 
with him or to like what he does, it is not necessary to grasp him. It is not necessary 
to try to become the other (to become other) nor to ‘make him’ in my image » (Glis-
sant, p.193).  Clearly, Glissant shows that the other is not the self, and in ceasing 
to try to become the other, we arrive at solidarity rooted in opacity. If transparency 
is deceitful because it tries to hide the identity and the spirit of the other, opacity 
is a hope for realizing that the identity of the other is profound. Opacity restores 
visibility. 

Glissant continues his exploration of opacity with the idea that it is « sub-
sistence within an irreducible singularity » (Glissant, p.189). It is opacity's  « irre-
ducible » nature that makes it important. It is not possible to reduce opacity, to 
firmly hold on to it. Opacity is a singularity, and therefore, unique. It works against 
transparency. In an interview entitled, « Essayer d'être ce que l'on est » with Gerty 
Dambury, she arrives at the idea of opacity while talking about the role that foun-
dational myths serve. She explains: 

Is there not an urgency to return to the quotidian and to ask ourselves the 
question of how do we live with the other here and now? You with me, me 
across from you as a being, as a human, as an individual who is a part of 
myself and how to live with you in me. (Dambury, 4) 

She calls into question the idea that we must first explore the big questions, such 
as foundational myths. On the contrary, she argues that we must learn how to live 
with the other here and now. There is not time to lose because living with the other 
constitutes an urgent mission. Dambury proposes that the question of how to live 
with the other here and now is the most important goal to accomplish. She does not 
wish that we attempt to understand the other in a transparent manner. She believes 
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that we must learn how to live together because the other is a part of the self, and we 
must have open minds to « live with you in me » (Dambury, 4) even when the other 
is opaque and difficult to understand. 

In literature, there are two opacities that oppose each other: « Literary textual 
practice thus represents an opposition between two opacities : the irreducible opaci-
ty of the text… and the always evolving opacity of the author and reader » (Glissant, 
p. 115). The two opacities work together to mutually enrich each other. The opacity 
of the reader or the author is in a state of flux, of constant evolution. When one 
thinks of authors who come from different origins from our own, it is crucial to use 
a lens of opacity to approach their works. Le Bris and Rouaud mock Francophonie, 
and they make it transparent. By doing so they trick themselves into believing that 
they understand the French-speaking world. Their manifesto proclaims that they 
want to make the literary playing field equitable for francophone authors, but un-
fortunately, the manifesto is poorly aimed. It should have supported the opacity that 
exists in literature written by authors of French language expression. 

Thus, if we want to truly and deeply explore the literature written by trans-
lingual French/francophone authors, we must go further. We must go beyond the 
framework of littérature-monde towards opaque and translingual literature. 

In this paper, we will be exploring two translingual works in French in which 
food plays a prominent role. It is a difficult task to use food, something that is 
extremely tangible, in literature without losing the essential: the act of eating, the 
physical response of the body. Additionally, by using food as a key tool in their 
narratives, both authors force a shift in dominant patriarchal structure which tends 
to view food as confined to the domestic, and therefore less powerful, sphere.  In 
two works by two Black Guadeloupean women writers, we will see how they trans-
form representations of food into tools of action and of power. Across their works, 
Un Papillon dans la Cité by Gisèle Pineau and Trames by Gerty Dambury, we will 
explore the writing and the representation of food. The two use representations of 
food to speak to identity, community, la Créolité, and the legacy of colonization. The 
two authors translate food into a tool to take back power, to fight against transpar-
ency, to promote translingualism and to express themselves creatively. Compared 
to the patriarchal perception where food is relegated to the domestic sphere, these 
examples by Dambury and Pineau show how food is a powerful tool in life and in 
literature. 

The first work we will explore is Un Papillon dans la Cité by Gisèle Pineau. 
Pineau was born in 1956 in Paris to Guadeloupean parents. At the age of four she 
went to Guadeloupe and she spent her childhood in both the Antilles and metro-
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politan France. Un Papillon dans la Cité was published in 1992; it chronicles the life 
of Félicie, a young Guadeloupean who leaves Guadeloupe and her grandmother, 
Man Ya, with whom she shares a close relationship, to go to France and live with 
her mother. 

In the middle of the novel, Félicie finds herself at the apartment of her friend, 
Mohamed. Mohamed's family is from Algeria, of Berber origin, but Mohamed was 
born in France. When the two arrive at the apartment, they are in the midst of a 
conversation about loukoum, an Algerian dessert. Félicie asks him what loukoum 
is and Mohamed explains that it is a type of cake. At that instant, Félicie thinks, 
« A small gourmet candle lit up inside my head. I saw Man Ya again, gleaming, 
preparing a nice fat doukoun. Loukoum and doukoun, they have the same music, 
they rhyme, they're related » (Pineau, p. 56). Félicie has never tasted loukoum, but 
in her mind she makes the connection between it and doukoun, a dish which she 
knows quite well and which is also a non-leavened cake. The memory of doukoun 
sends her back to Guadeloupe and she sees Man Ya preparing it. Doukoun, which 
is sweet, represents the tenderness that Félicie feels for her grandmother and the 
loukoum, which is unknown but familiar thanks to its etymological link, brings her 
towards these sweet memories. The repetition of sounds « ouk » and « ou » reinforce 
this familiarity. 

It is important that Pineau places these two words side by side because this 
positioning strengthens the connection that Félicie feels. Furthermore, the choice 
of using the precise words  « doukoun » and « loukoum » and not « gâteau » (cake) 
is an assumption of power, even if the original words are a transliteration (which is 
the case with  loukoum) or an approximation from the original oral version (which 
is the case with doukoun). With this choice, Pineau shows that the French language 
is not the only tool she uses to create this universe in which Félicie lives. To speak 
of Guadeloupean and Algerian dishes, she must use the languages that come from 
those countries. Pineau mixes multiple languages on a single page. We clearly see 
the process of creolization. 

Here we are talking about creolization and la Créolité defined in « Éloge de la 
Créolité » by Jean Bernabé, Patrick Chamoiseau, and Raphaël Confiant. According 
to « Éloge de la Créolité», la créolité is « The interactional and transactional aggre-
gate, of Caribbean, African, Asian, Levantine cultural elements, that the yoke of 
history placed on the same soil » (Bernabé et al., p. 26). If we consider this definition 
as a point of departure to understand the creolization that occurs in the works we 
explore, we must go further with this idea of « transactional » and « interactional ». 
The prefix « trans » signifies « across », whereas « inter » means « between ». Thus, la 
créolité is an aggregate of interactions between cultures and also transactions across 
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diverse cultures. But we must elaborate on the context of these transactions. The 
capitalist component cannot be ignored. It has ensured that these interactions were 
never equal. There was, and is today, a disequilibrium of power between the Antilles 
and the West. 

« Éloge » says that « the yoke of history placed [all of these elements] on the 
same soil », but the reason for which this happened is rooted in the capitalistic han-
kering for sugar. The monoculture of sugar which devastated the Caribbean Islands 
was created to satisfy this insatiable appetite. Thus la créolité operates outside of a 
single culture, but the inequalities of power are always present. It is a living mixture 
that produces itself gradually. Even the notion of an « aggregate » permits fluid 
changes. An aggregate is an ensemble, but ensembles can change their composition 
all while remaining an ensemble.  

In the section of the novel where Félicie visits Mohamed’s apartment, Pineau 
demonstrates the idea that people who experience creolization have « tasted all of 
the languages, all manners of speaking » (Bernabé et al., p. 26). Félicie tastes the 
loukoum while thinking of doukoun. Even if Félicie narrates her story in French, 
in this scene she is thinking in multiple languages. She lives in a mixed world, and 
from this twisting of languages, Pineau shows this linguistic hybridization, this de-
sire to speak all of the languages and to taste all the world has to offer. 

We return to Glissant. In the manifesto for littérature-monde, the authors say 
that creolization is provincial. However, it is this creolization that opens Félicie's 
world in the novel. Through this blending of cultures that takes place while dis-
cussing doukoun and loukoum, Félicie creates links between her own culture and 
this new culture. The desserts that « have the same music » break down the barriers 
between people. Food reveals opacity. 

Later in the same scene, Félicie meets Fathia, Mohamed’s grandmother. Fath-
ia asks her, (« Ti aimes loukoum ? Et makroude et baklawa ? » (Do you like loukoum? 
And makroude and baklawa? ) (Pineau, p.56). Félicie has never tasted these foods, 
but she says yes. The manner in which Pineau decided to write Fathia's question 
shows Fathia's roots as a foreigner. The spelling of the words in Fathia's question are 
not standard French. Like Félicie, Fathia comes from elsewhere. Indeed, she makes 
the loukoum which creates the tangible link with her country of origin. For Fathia, 
who is illiterate, « Cooking acts as a tool for communication and as a method for 
transmitting a lived history" » (Loichot, p.95). She has an active role in cooking, 
and she becomes « a dynamic cultural agent who politicizes her kitchen through 
the preparation of specific foods that subvert and transform mainstream paradigms 
of 'French' cuisine through Maghrebi creolizations » (Mehta, p.45).  Through the 
act of cooking, Fathia takes control and shows her culture to a new generation of 
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children. In doing so, she inverses the traditional transactional role, and now it is 
an Algerian woman who gives a product to metropolitan France. Her creation of 
loukoum is a contribution to French society. Ironically, she creates sugary dishes, 
and it was sugar that had greatly contributed to France becoming a colonial power. 
Fathia transforms her kitchen into a place of political resistance. She does not adapt 
to the dominant French culture, but rather supports her own culture by making 
loukoum. The creation of an Algerian pastry transforms the « paradigms of 'French' 
cuisine » (Mehta, p. 45). 

French cuisine is known for its reputation of elegance and universal charm. 
However, it has the tendency to minimize the contributions of other types of cook-
ing in such a way as to render them transparent. Up in its ivory tower, French 
cuisine does not have a high opinion on other cuisines of the world. In fact, « Ac-
ademics, cooks and diners alike seem resistant to revise the myth of the superiority 
of French cuisine in spite of the influence of post-colonial and postmodern analyses 
and their critique of Eurocentric metanarratives » (Janer, p.392). This myth of the 
superiority and universality of French cooking appears to be linked to the myth of 
the French language.  

Pineau fights back against both myths simultaneously. With the fabrication 
of loukoum, Fathia establishes her traditional foods in a foreign country, and in 
writing this section of the novel, Pineau places the emphasis on Félicie's reaction. 
Her reaction when she tastes the loukoum shows the quality of Fathia's cooking 
and of Pineau's writing. She writes, « A delight. With every bite, a thin dusting 
of sugar coats my lips that I licked and re-licked each time to make the pleasure 
last longer. Mohamed laughed because I had my eyes closed » (Pineau, p. 59) The 
reader is transported into the mind of Félicie. The sugary loukoum is a refined de-
light. Félicie responds to the sensation of sugar with closed eyes and she licks her 
sugar-covered lips to prolong the experience of eating. Pineau challenges the idea of 
the superiority of French cooking. She offers us an exquisite description of the act of 
eating, of tasting something sugary and delicious, but she never gives any details on 
the taste or the ingredients of the loukoum. Pineau describes the process of eating 
and savoring loukoum in a manner that instills in the reader the desire to try it for 
themselves. It is a perfect example of opacity and how Pineau shows a lack in the 
French language while using it to create this beautiful scene. If the reader has never 
tasted loukoum, they can imagine the process of eating it, but not the taste. Pineau 
brings the reader outside of their own experience and existence and she places them 
into the mind of Félicie. 

Pineau exploits this lack in the French language to elaborate opacity. She 
writes in French to describe the act of eating, but she says nothing of the specific 
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elements of loukoum. She could have, but if she did, she would have rendered louk-
oum and the act of eating it transparent to readers who were unfamiliar with it. The 
French language is not capable of transmitting this experience in all of its integrality. 
Pineau had to use other languages to name the dish. She leaves a bit of mystery 
surrounding its taste. She offers the opacity of this food to the reader in a subtle and 
masterful manner. However, Pineau is not the only writer who uses translingualism 
and opacity to talk about food. Another example is Gerty Dambury, Guadeloupean 
writer, playwright, and poet. 

Gerty Dambury was born in Pointe-à-Pitre in 1957 and she lived in Gua-
deloupe for the majority of her childhood. She moved to France for college and 
today travels between the two countries. In addition to her plays,  her poetry, and 
her novels, she also is a part of a coalition called « Décolonisons les arts ! » which 
fights for the inclusion of people of color in the arts. Her play Trames was published 
in 2008. It centers on three main characters: Gilette, the mother, Christian, the 
son, and Dabar, a mysterious woman who is only visible to the audience. The son, 
Christian, is addicted to drugs and he frequents Gilette's house to eat meals. He is 
constantly losing work. Gilette works during the day to transcribe audio recordings 
of the challenges and lives of Antillean women. She worries constantly about her 
son; they have a difficult relationship. Despite this, they pass many meals together. 
The play follows Christian's visits and Gilette's recordings. 

The first scene begins with Gilette asleep in an armchair. Dabar, the myste-
rious woman, offers the first words of the play, then Christian enters and speaks. 
Gilette awakes to Christian's vulgar language in Creole. She replies, « I was waiting 
for you earlier » and then « I was waiting for dinner » (Dambury, p. 11). The vulgar 
words in Creole are not translated for the audience. Gilette's response in French 
immediately steers itself in the direction of food and she pays no attention to Chris-
tian's declaration. However, she does focus on whether or not Christian has eaten. 
During this conversation, she makes five direct references to eating. She asks him if 
he ate, what he ate, and then she asks him to eat. Christian responds that he ate « 
Like normal » and « What passed my way, I took... a banana here, an orange there, a 
bokit elsewhere.  May as well be nothing » (Dambury, p. 12). It is clear that he had 
not eaten well, and it is suggested that he ate alone because he said he ate what he 
could find. Thus, he had not eaten a true meal. 

If we interpret his response with the words of Simone Schwarz-Bart, « Eating 
alone is not eating » (Loichot, p. 170), we can understand why Gilette constantly 
asks him if he really ate.  It is an interesting notion. If, as Simone Schwarz-Bart says, 
the act of eating alone does not constitute eating, it is obvious why Gilette continues 
to feed her son, even though they have a difficult relationship. Schwarz-Bart's defi-
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nition is particularly relevant to Gilette’s situation because Schwarz-Bart is also an 
Antillean woman and a writer. Gilette lives this definition in her interactions with 
her son. This idea of eating together is explored throughout the entire play, and it 
is complicated by the audience that watches this intimate rapport from the outside. 

Our exploration of the act of eating and food begins with the second scene 
of the play. We focus on the idea of the interior and exterior. The scene opens with 
Gilette preparing a birthday dinner for Christian. She talks to herself: 

Scallops Saint-Jacques, crème fraiche, a little bit of curry to keep a hint of 
the Antilles... He loves scallops Saint-Jacques... I think he will be surprised... 
What should I make it with.We have choices, potatoes, rice, ah no, sweet 
potatoes... The mix of sweet from the sweet potatoes and the curry, that has 
a chance of pleasing him. He has to eat, this boy, he never liked to eat... But 
I have the impression that this is in the process of changing. (Dambury, 25) 

Christian's dinner has multiple elements. First, the scallops are prepared in a style 
that is very French. Customarily seafood dishes are common to islands; however, the 
style that Gilette chose is European. Then there is the crème fraiche and the curry 
which « keep[s] a hint of the Antilles» because Gilette realizes that the scallops and 
the crème fraiche are French. Therefore, she decides to put them with something 
that is not at all French: the curry. In general, the Franco-French do not like a large 
amount of spices, and curry is a highly spiced dish. Gilette refutes the superiority 
of French cooking in choosing Antillean elements to add to the meal. After the 
curry, she says she wants to use sweet potatoes. Sweet potatoes are similar to yams, 
which are a food with strong links to Africa. Yams are a root vegetable which evokes 
« the motif of diasporic culinary retention from West Africa. Like beans, yams are 
equally hardy, nutritious in value, and versatile and can be either boiled, fried, or 
pounded into meal » (Mehta, p. 33). Sweet potatoes, like yams, show the rootedness 
in African culture, but to place them with curry evokes the spirit of la créolité of 
the Antilles. This meal is a blend of elements that come from Europe, Africa, Asia, 
and the Antilles. Antillean food and its relationship to European and African food 
create opacity. 

Unlike Pineau, Dambury does not speak in detail on the act of eating. A 
large reason for the difference comes from the fact that Trames is a play; therefore 
the audience sees the actors on stage. Dambury spends more time on the act of 
eating together in place of focusing on the act of eating and its bodily response. In 
the article The Ethics of Eating Together: The Case of French Postcolonial Literature, 
Valérie Loichot explores the act of eating and the ethics of eating together. She 
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explains, « When the political hurts, the customary resists. The stronghold of cus-
tomary resistance is culinary expression. The privileged site of ethical resistance is 
the scene of eating together » (Loichot, p. 170). Christian is perturbed throughout 
the entire play, but the one constant for him is the act of eating with his mother, 
even if Gilette acknowledges that he does not like eating. When Christian enters 
Gilette's house, he brings his problems with him. Unemployment, drugs, and the 
patriarchy arrive with him to her house. Gilette resists through the act of cooking 
and eating with him. 

Furthermore, unlike a novel where the audience interacts with the characters 
in a more distanced manner, a play places the audience at close physical proximity to 
the characters. If we return to the two types of opacity of which Glissant speaks, that 
of the author and the reader which evolves constantly and that of the text which is 
irreducible, we arrive at the tension that exists between the intimate space of eating 
together and the audience which watches it. The text, in this case, has an opacity 
which is created through the usage of Creole, the representation of food, and the 
act of eating together. However, the audience creates their own opacity. It is possible 
that the audience sees a bit of self in the play and that the rapport between mother 
and son evokes previously buried feelings within the audience. Or maybe certain au-
dience members have tasted the food represented in the play and have their own as-
sociations with each dish. For Gerty Dambury, the theater is a place of exploration. 

In an interview with Stéphanie Bérard, she said, « theater for me is a manner 
to make visible the world which inhabits me » (Dambury). The interior world has 
the tendency to become invisible, and according to Dambury, theater can illuminate 
it. Theater does not explain this internal world, nor does it try to make it transpar-
ent. Theater gives this internal world visibility, and in doing so, it translates. The 
juxtaposition between the internal world on the stage and the audience that watches 
it creates tension, but the usage of these intimate moments between Gilette and 
Christian while they eat permits the audience to enter into their world for an instant 
because every person knows the experience of eating with others. Trames is gripping 
because it invites the audience into its world. 

In Un Papillon dans la Cité and Trames, we see multiple languages, cultures 
and values in which the two authors weave together opacity with their representa-
tions of food. The worlds in these works are not capable of being expressed solely 
in French. They must be expressed in a translingual way, with translation of expe-
riences and opacity. Therefore, we must move beyond littérature-monde in French 
towards a translingual, meaningful, and opaque literature. 
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Abstract:

The essay “Did you get Lost in Translation: Creating Third Spaces 
Abroad” is an argumentative essay about how the themes of travel 
and cultural encounter operate in the film, Lost in Translation. By 
analyzing the film’s narrative structure, cultural context, and mise-
en-scene, this essay uncovers how resistant methods of tourism that 
are often practiced by people who travel for a living to limit the 
traveler’s exposure to outsiders and others are present in the lead 
characters of Lost in Translation, Bob and Charlotte. This essay 
situates its exploration of resistant tourism in conversation with 
the idea of place and placelessness through the framework of Irene 
Pérez Fernández’s article, “Representing Third Spaces, Fluid Iden-
tities and Contested Spaces in Contemporary British Literature.” 
This paper posits that in the end Bob and Charolette are trans-
formed through the companionship they found through shared 
experience rather than their relocation to Japan. Ultimately, this 
paper reveals a textured interiority that is presented in travel films 
that is often overlooked by reviewers and scholars alike.

Haley Hnatuk
Class of 2020
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Did you get Lost in Translation:
Creating Third Spaces Abroad

Lost in Translation, a film written and directed by Sofia Coppola, is centered 
around two Americans: a movie actor, Bob Harris, who is past his prime and going 
through a midlife crisis and a recent Yale graduate, Charlotte, who is struggling to 
decide if she should stay married to her sexually despondent, work obsessed, pho-
tographer husband, John. They both progress through their personal struggles in 
and around a Tokyo Hotel, in which the portrayal of many of the Japanese extras 
playing hotel guests received negative critical backlash. In her review of the film 
for the Guardian, Kiku Day wrote that “the Japanese are one-dimensional and de-
humanized in the movie, serving as an exotic background for Bob and Charlotte's 
story, like dirty wallpaper in a cheap hotel” (Day). What Day and many of the other 
negative reviewers fail to see is that the film tells a much more nuanced story; it is 
not about Japanese culture. It is about being in an unfamiliar place and creating a 
comfortable space to inhabit there. After being transplanted into Japan, a place that 
seems alien to Bob and Charlotte, the two characters attempt and fail to build third 
spaces independently before coming together to try to create a third space of their 
own together.  

In Representing Third Spaces, Fluid Identities and Contested Spaces in Con-
temporary British Literature, the author, Irene Pérez Fernández, makes the binary 
of insider and outside into a more expansive spectrum of place and belonging with 
the idea of first, second, and third spaces. She uses those terms in a context of first 
and second-generation migrants. The first space, to her, is the space that they came 
from, their home country. The second space is where they currently are, and their 
third space is a hybrid of the two, a liminal space that is created in order to truly find 
a sense of belonging. Fernández gives nuance to the idea of third space further by 
saying that spaces “are in an ongoing process of negotiation and change” (Fernández 
148). This shows that spaces are not just physical places-- they can also be construct-
ed socially through interaction. This concept was applied to the characters of Bob 
and Charlotte because even though they are not immigrants, they are both forced to 
create third spaces as a sanctuary during their long-term stay in Japan. 

As a 20-something recent college graduate, Charlotte is going through a cri-
sis linked to her lack of direction, which is cemented through her dialogue in quotes 
like: “I just don’t know what I’m supposed to be.” Her dialogue showcases the fact 
that she finds her newly achieved adulthood post-college to be far “more dismay-
ing than promising” and feels alienated by her husband of two years, John, who 
is the reason why she was transplanted into Tokyo in the first place (Hahn 161). 
John does not understand her sexual or emotional needs and completely ignores 
her in the majority of their scenes alone together, choosing to spill out meaningless, 
strung-together sentences of entertainment industry specific words about his job 
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instead. Even when she walks around him in her underwear trying to entice him, he 
continues to go through his camera gear, denying her the attention that she craves. 
Because of her husband’s disregard, Charlotte’s uncomfortableness with her first and 
second space grows. This uneasiness reaches a peak when she tries to call her friend 
Lauren from back home, in her first space, to tell her she does not “know who [she] 
married” and gets ignored again. 

So Charlotte attempts to create a third space by exploring Japan alone. She 
travels around Tokyo and the prefectures surrounding it  as though she is searching 
for the secret meaning of life in the culture there, as well as trying to find herself.  
Her venture to create a third space for sanctuary is revealed to be more complex 
that intended when she reaches the underground station and is stuck staring at a 
map in a “language [that] is doubly mysterious, composed of characters instead of 
letters and thereby prohibiting any attempts of pronunciation or understanding” 
(Felix 137). The camera movements and cuts in this brief thirty second scene plainly 
display her disorientation, which is further exacerbated by the slightly muted un-
intelligible Japanese conversations being had by the people around her. Eventually, 
Charlotte overcomes this road bump and makes her way to a Japanese temple alone. 
While she is there, she embodies the “personification of Japanese watchfulness” as 
she stands at a distance (Antepara 11), framed in the doorway and voyeuristically 
watching the people who are there praying. This mentality is also displayed in scenes 
peppered throughout the film in which she sits in the fetal position in her window 
looking down at the city below her. 

However, this third space does not grant her the sanctuary she desires. Due 
to the “‘untranslatability of experiences from culture to culture,’[which] hinders the 
possibility of creating situations of real understanding between people from differ-
ent cultures,” immersing herself in Japanese culture does not solve any of Charlotte’s 
problems or fill in the holes in her life (Urios-Aparisi 81). Not letting this get her 
down, she continues unsuccessfully to try to create a viable third space by partici-
pating in traditional Japanese activities like going to a flower arranging class. During 
this time, Charlotte wears brighter colors, including Sakura, in an attempt to inte-
grate Japanese culture into her life. Notably, Sakura, which are the blossoms of Jap-
anese cherry trees, are an important symbol to Japanese representing the “ephemeral 
nature of life” (Lee 142).

Bob’s crisis revolves around the aforementioned ephemeral nature of life, 
which is causing him to feel trapped and unfulfilled due to his increasing age and the 
unhappiness he feels about his marriage. His comfort with his first and second space 
is displayed in the opening scene of the film, when Bob wakes up in a taxi on his way 
to the Tokyo hotel that his agent presumably booked him. As he abruptly comes 
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back into consciousness, Bob is overwhelmed by the brightly lit Tokyo nightscape, 
which is revealed to the viewer through a montage of shots from various objective, 
disorienting points-of-view (McGowan 54). The overwhelming experience draws to 
a close when the camera snaps to Bob’s point-of-view, as he sees a huge billboard of 
himself drinking Suntory Whiskey. Bob rubs his eyes, as if trying to erase the im-
age of himself as a sellout, alcoholic, washed-up actor from his brain. Bob’s feeling 
of discomfort is further displayed in the scenes in which he is forced to surround 
himself with foreigners, such as when he works with a translator on set or stands 
stiffly looming over the mass of shorter Japanese people in an elevator. During these 
scenes, Bob’s body language functions as “a visual synecdoche for Bob’s alienating 
experience,” and the viewer realizes that he feels just as alienated by his surroundings 
as Charlotte does (Ott and Keeling 370). Additionally, a bridge is built between 
Bob’s unhappy experience in his first and second space by the unwelcome presence 
in the hotel of his wife who, while not physically present, appears in the form of 
calls, faxes at 4:20 am, and packages of carpet samples towards which Bob is indif-
ferent. It is easy for him to ignore her, and for the viewers to overlook her existence 
because she is a faceless presence in the distance. He pulls away from his interaction 
with her, even though she constantly reaches out to him in a way that is reminiscent 
of the way he reacts to his Japanese colleagues, which gives the viewer the sense that 
he is as unfamiliar with his home as he is with Japan.

So, Bob attempts to create a third space at the bar of the hotel in which he 
is staying. The liminality of the space he tries to create there is displayed by the fact 
that the background is blurred in many of the scenes that he is in, which shows the 
lack of meaning Bob derives from his physical location. However, this attempt is 
ruined by people coming up to him and talking to him about his work as an actor, 
dragging up his unhappiness about his first space and his unwillingness to be in 
Japan in the first place. Bob then attempts to create a third space by exercising, but 
this does not go very well. During his escapades, he is forced to battle a killer ellipti-
cal machine and swim laps around a water aerobics class. In the end, these attempts 
to find respite leave Bob feeling even more isolated and alone in Japan. 

Charlotte and Bob slowly attempt to build a third space together, while com-
ing to the realization that their own third spaces are not thriving. Hence, their first 
interactions are through body language alone, a smile here, a moment of held eye 
contact there. These gestures function as a bridge between two people who are at 
first only connected due to their proximal location but, eventually, begin to see 
facets of themselves in each other, such as their dissatisfaction with their lives and 
outsider status in Japan. Similarly, due to the fact that they are both “haunted by 
anxieties” (Hahn 155), which manifest in the form of insomnia, most of their meet-
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ings happen during the nighttime, which seems to stretch on timelessly while they 
are together (Hahn 155). Their first nocturnal encounter happens when Charlotte 
abandons her husband at the bar and goes over to Bob because the pain that she sees 
in his eyes reflects her own turbulent emotional state. Bob breaks the ice by parrot-
ing “for relaxing times make it Suntory time,” which is the tagline of the whiskey he 
indorses. While Charlotte awards the line with a smile, her sassiness comes out and 
she retains her individuality as she says, “Um… I’ll have a vodka tonic.”  Behind 
them the city is represented by bokeh shapes, displaying the lack of importance of 
their surroundings in the moment. The conversation progresses quickly as their 
sarcastic banter begins to reveal meaningful facets of their identities. Their growing 
closeness is displayed when Bob enters Charlotte’s personal space for the first time 
by lighting her cigarette.  

The intimacy of Bob and Charlotte’s interactions slowly progresses with 
the film in a way that begins to “create romantic expectations” in the viewer, even 
though they never truly cross that line (McGowan 57). While the push-and-pull 
nature of their relationship is infuriating, it creates a sense that their connection 
transcends the normal boundaries of contrived Hollywood love, in which two seem-
ingly opposite people fall in romantic love against the odds. They are able to create a 
third space together, where they feel like they are not insiders or outsiders, they just 
belong. This ends up being more meaningful than any brief romantic relationship 
between the two of them could have had.

The most powerful moment of connection between the two of them occurs 
after Charlotte receives a note under her door saying “From: Mr. Harris: Are you 
awake?” Charlotte, still battling insomnia, decides to head over to his room. The two 
of them drink sake and watch La Dolce Vita, a film that reflexively underlines “the 
emptiness of modern values and the loss of meaning in [people’s] lives,” which is 
an essential part the crises both Bob and Charlotte are experiencing (Cinema, 232-
233). This leads to an introspective conversation between the two of them starting 
with a discussion of the first time they saw each other and leading to Charlotte 
uninhibitedly exclaiming, “Let’s never come here again because it would never be as 
much fun!” In this scene, they are captured through their reflections in the window 
with out of focus bokeh shapes that display the skyline of Japan. This choice makes 
it seem as though Charlotte is saying that Japan would never be “as much fun” if 
they visited the physical location without each other because the third space that 
they have created together would be absent. This deep conversation twists and turns 
into one about life and the hardships of building a family until Bob and Charlotte 
fall asleep in his hotel room. This is the first time the viewer is allowed to catch a 
glimpse of the two of them unburdened by their insomnia inducing anxieties. In 

Haley Hnatuk

this moment, Bob eliminates the distance between the two of them by caressing 
Charlotte’s foot, which she has situated against his leg as she drifts off to sleep, and 
then the scene fades to black.  

 Even though this scene had the ability to escalate to a romantic level, Bob 
and Charlotte still do not push that boundary. They realized that they could not 
completely fill the holes in each other’s lives because they are in two distinct stages 
of existence and crave different things. This discord is seen through the implicit 
meanings of their karaoke picks, when the two of them go to a karaoke bar together 
with a few of Charlotte’s Japanese friends. Bob’s first song is (What’s So Funny ’Bout) 
Peace, Love & Understanding by Elvis Costello and The Attractions. The placement 
of the line “Is there only pain and hatred, and misery?” before the line “What's 
so funny 'bout peace love and understanding?” shows that on some plane Bob is 
tired of shielding himself with cynicism and sarcasm all the time. He is tired of 
the lack of peace in his life and yearns for a more peaceful existence, where people 
care for and uplift each other. Immediately following this song, Charlotte takes the 
microphone, with a Sakura-colored wig on, to sing Brass in Pocket. The lyrics “I'm 
special, so special, I gotta have some of your attention, give it to me” shows that all 
Charlotte wants is for someone to give her their attention and see her as special. Her 
state of mind is recognized by Bob later in the film during a fight, when he says, 
“wasn’t there anyone else there to lavish you with attention” (Hynde and McNair)? 
After this conflict is displayed by their differing needs, Bob throws back a shot and 
sings an encore of More than this, which shows a different side of his psyche. The 
song highlights human limitation and the finite number of hours present in any one 
human’s life, and by singing it Bob seems to be asking the viewers if there is truly 
anything more to his life than the crossroads he is currently standing at. Ending 
the karaoke scene with this song leaves the viewers with a bittersweet taste in their 
mouths and the feeling that Charlotte and Bob’s third space is destined to collapse 
like their singular third spaces had before.  

 The movie ends with Bob jumping out of his cab to catch up with Char-
lotte in the street. Once he reaches her, the city around him becomes blurred as 
they embrace. As he whispers in her ear, the viewer is not given the privilege of 
hearing the words that he relays to her, even though the “character or the camera is 
positioned in such a way that either one should be able to hear it, but the narration 
withholds it nevertheless” (Horton 23). This absence of words is characteristic of 
Bob-- and their third spaces’-- absence from the rest of Charlotte’s life.  By leaving 
each of their continued stories “open-ended,” this gap in information also gives the 
viewers a piece of the story to hold onto and theorize about even if Bob and Char-
lotte’s story together is over (Urios-Aparisi 91). The last words the viewers hear them 
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say to each other are “Okay? Okay,” before turning to kiss and going on with their 
separate lives. 

  While the characters Bob and Charlotte from Lost in Translation fail time 
and time again to create prosperous third spaces, in these failures they uncover 
things about themselves and begin to become more understanding about why they 
found their first spaces unsatisfying in the first place. While their third space fails 
at being infinite, that does not make it unsuccessful. The end of the film sees both 
characters left wide open like they were at the beginning of the film, but their en-
counter has reformed the emptiness in both of their hearts and made it more man-
ageable for them to handle while they were displaced in Japan and hopefully in their 
open-ended futures as well.

Haley Hnatuk Did you get Lost in transLation
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This paper discusses the Prevention Through Deterrence strategy 
in our immigration system that was implemented by the United 
States Border Patrol in the 1990s to effectively control points of
entry for immigrants. The paper analyzes how this strategy inter-
acts with the initial intentions of the Immigration and Nationality 
Act of 1952, and how it has both failed to meet its objectives and 
succeeded in making the perilous journey of crossing the border 
even more dangerous for immigrants. The strategy did, howev-
er, meet its more discreet goal of using the harsh terrain of the 
Southwest border as an excuse for more migrant deaths, and the 
paper goes further into detail about what this means for our immi-
gration system. The paper also discusses how this strategy has been 
maintained by the federal government, what Prevention Through 
Deterrence looks like in actions, the safety initiatives the United 
States Border Patrol has implemented to ward off any discussion 
of the harm it has caused immigrants, and what this strategy may 
look like in the future.

Riley Minkoff
Class of 2020

Chicago Style

Political Science

Prevention Through Deterrence:
How it Interacts with The Immigration and 

Nationality Act



104 105

Overview and History of The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952
The Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) was signed into law in 1952, 

and though it has had revisions and amendments since then, much of the original 
text still stands. Before the INA was enacted, there were a variety of statutes that 
governed immigration, but they were not all in one place. The INA created a cen-
tralized system for immigration law, and is codified in Title 8 of the United States 
Code (8 U.S.C. ch. 12).1 The goal was to govern immigration and citizenship in the 
United States, and the act was passed during the Cold War. Because of this, much 
of the focus on the act was about allaying fears and suspicions of Communist spies 
infiltrating the American government system. Restrictionists were pushing for more 
selective immigration policies in the name of national security, and were further 
encouraged by McCarthyism and widely spread anticommunist sentiment.2 The 
act was sponsored by Senator Pat McCarran and Congressman Francis E. Walter, 
both Democrats who were concerned with maintaining the status quo in the United 
States, and keeping out the spread of communism, “Jewish Interests,” and other 
threats to national security.3 Because of this, the act is often referred to as the Mc-
Carran-Walter Act. At the time, the Cold War created a more unified front across 
party lines in terms of immigration, spurring xenophobia across the country. There 
were more liberal immigration bills proposed before this, but the more restriction-
ist policies drew more Republican, and, ultimately, bipartisan support. President 
Truman actually vetoed the bill because he believed the national-origin quotas were 
discriminatory, mostly against communist groups that contained potential allies for 
him, but the veto was overridden by Congress.4 Since then, the act has remained in 
place, and has increased the review of potential immigrants, stepped up deportation, 
and created a stricter naturalization process.5

There have been subsequent amendments to the INA, most notably the 
Amendments of 1965. These amendments, proposed by Congressman Emanuel 
Celler, cosponsored by Senator Philip Hart and supported by Senator Ted Kennedy, 
“abolished the national origins quota system, eliminating national origin, race or 
ancestry as a basis for immigration to the U.S. They established a preference system 
for relatives of U.S. citizens and permanent residents, and for persons with special 
occupational skills, abilities or training. They also established two categories of im-
migrants who would not be subject to numerical restrictions: immediate relatives of 

1 “Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952”. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, MediaWiki. 5 
November 2019.
2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid.
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U.S. citizens and special immigrants.”6 However, the amendments still maintained 
a quota system, limiting immigration from the Eastern Hemisphere, and for the 
first time, placing a ceiling on immigration from the Western Hemisphere. It also 
included another provision which stated that a prerequisite for issuing a visa to an 
undocumented worker would be that they must not replace a U.S. worker nor neg-
atively affect the wages and/or working conditions of U.S. workers.7 This provision 
especially shows the way many Americans viewed the immigration opportunity gap: 
a way to make sure that people born in the U.S. had greater equality of opportunity 
and that people outside the U.S. did not. Many citizens felt and feel today as if 
immigrants threaten the livelihood of American workers, and though there is little 
basis for this claim, it forms a big restrictionist argument and factors heavily into 
the INA. More recently, the 1996 Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Re-
sponsibility Act created stricter border control and tougher regulations on welfare 
benefits for undocumented persons, again another provision focused on the equality 
of opportunity only for U.S.-born citizens. In 2005, the REAL ID Act was passed, 
requiring immigrants to present proof of their immigration status or citizenship 
before states can issue them certain licenses.8 Countless more bills have been intro-
duced into Congress by both Republicans and Democrats.  

The INA covers everything from immigration quotas to asylum procedures 
to the criminalization of illegal border crossings. Section 8 U.S.C. 1325 of the INA 
is where the latter is codified and makes entering the country illegally a criminal 
offense.9 It states, “Any alien who (1) enters or attempts to enter the United States 
at any time or place other than as designated by immigration officers…[shall] be 
fined under Title 18 or imprisoned not more than 6 months, or both, and, for a 
subsequent commission of any such offense, be fined under Title 18, or imprisoned 
not more than 2 years, or both.”10 This section has been a part of immigration 
statutes since 1929 and was introduced by white supremacist and senator Coleman 
Livingston Blease of South Carolina.11 It has subsequently been used as the basis for 
the zero-tolerance policy enforced by the Trump administration and the Prevention 
Through Deterrence strategy. Recently, it has also been a subject of contention on 
the debate stage for the 2020 presidential election. Many democratic candidates 

6 McFadyen, Jennifer. “What Is the Immigration and Nationality Act?”. ThoughtCo., Dotdash. 29 
May 2018.
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Aguilera, Jasmine. “Section 1325 of U.S. Immigration Law Was a Hot Topic in Wednesday's 
Debate. Here's Why It's a Big Deal." TIME, TIME USA, LLC. 27 June 2019.
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
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have supported plans to repeal the section in an effort to make the immigration 
process and border crossings more humane. 

Overview of Prevention Through Deterrence (PTD)
The term “Prevention Through Deterrence” was not implemented until the 

1990s, but since then it has played a crucial, yet somewhat hidden, role in our im-
migration system. Due to heightened concern about drug smuggling and the num-
ber of illegal immigrants entering the country, specifically through the southwest 
border, the United States Border Patrol (USBP) implemented their first National 
Strategic Plan (NSP) in 1994. It focused on preventing illegal entry rather than 
arresting immigrants once they crossed the border. The plan was developed as a 
means to gain and maintain greater control of the southwest border and included 
an approach that focused USBP resources on the areas that contained the greatest 
number of illegal entries by both people and goods.12 The operational strategy of 
the NSP was (and still is) known as “Prevention Through Deterrence.” In the words 
of the USBP, the strategy’s goal was to “...place USBP agents and resources directly 
on the border in order to deter the entry of illegal aliens, rather than attempting to 
arrest aliens after they have already entered the country.”13 This strategy was em-
braced by Congress, and both the House and the Senate Appropriations Commit-
tees have allocated money and resources to USBP to hire new agents, put more 
agents on front-line duty, and place investigative staff in offices. This strategy first 
took hold in San Diego, CA with “Operation Gatekeeper” and in El Paso, TX with 
the “Hold the Line” program. These operations not only placed more agents on 
the border, but also implemented the use of landing mat fencing, stadium lighting, 
cameras, and sensors all to more easily detect immigrants trying to cross the border 
illegally.14 These programs quickly grew to other cities with main points of entry 
along the southwest border. After 9/11, a new National Border Patrol Strategy (NS) 
was implemented, which contained even stricter measures to enforce the border, 
specifically focused on keeping out “terrorist activity.”15 

These plans, though never formally codified under the U.S. code or drafted 
into law, have taken on an extremely important role within our immigration system 
and have derived much of their power from 8 U.S.C. 1325, where the criminal-
ization of illegal immigration is condoned, and from a USBP standpoint, even en-
couraged. From 1980 to 1995, the border enforcement budget increased sevenfold, 

12 Haddal, Chad C. “Border Security: The Role of the U.S. Border Patrol.” United States Congress, 
Congressional Research Service. 11 August 2010.
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
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and from 1995 to 2003, it increased yet again, this time more than tripling. From 
2003 to 2011, there has been a 238% increase in funding.16 This shows how purely 
from Congressional and financial standpoints, border enforcement has become a 
top priority of the U.S. government. In the text of the 1994 Border Patrol Strategic 
Plan, USBP outlines their vision for the project. They state, “The U.S. Border Patrol 
will control the borders of the United States between the ports of entry, restoring 
our Nation's confidence in the integrity of the border. A well-managed border will 
enhance national security and safeguard our immigration heritage.”17 This plan, 
along with its budget, has grown exponentially since its inception and has taken the 
term “control the borders” to mean a very broad range of things.

Prevention Through Deterrence in Action
Prevention Through Deterrence, by its very nature, encourages migrant 

deaths. About 85% of Border Patrol Agents are stationed along the southwest bor-
der.18 The USBP itself states that “This deployment reflects the Border Patrol’s goal 
of rerouting the illegal border traffic from traditional urban routes to less populated 
and geographically harsher areas, providing Border Patrol agents with a tactical ad-
vantage over illegal border crossers and smugglers.”19 By rerouting migrants through 
harsher geographical areas, which often means the Sonoran Desert in Arizona, one 
of the most inhospitable regions in the United States, more migrants are dying by 
“natural causes” in the desert, creating the effect that the USBP is effectively pre-
venting illegal immigration at main points of entry. However, it is only preventing 
illegal immigration at safer points of entry, and instead making it a more dangerous 
trek for immigrants, who are still trying to cross the border, by subjecting them 
to brutal conditions in less populated areas. In places such as the Sonoran Desert, 
migrants often have to walk for days in extreme weather conditions with little food 
and water, navigate uneven terrain, fend off wildlife, and defend themselves against 
smugglers.20 Essentially, as border researchers have found, “Federal policymakers 
rely on ‘hostile’ geographic conditions, rattlesnakes, and ultimately, the risk of de-
hydration and death to deter migrants, essentially outsourcing border enforcement 
to nature.”21

16 Ibid. 
17 “Border Patrol Strategic Plan 1994 and Beyond: National Strategy.” Department of Homeland 
Security, United States Border Patrol. July 1994. 
18 Haddal, Chad C. “Border Security: The Role of the U.S. Border Patrol.”
19 Ibid.
20 De León, Jason, et. al. “A View From the Train Tracks.” Sapiens, Wenner-Gren Foundation for 
Anthropological Research. 16 February 2016.
21 Ibid. 
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In the official 1994 Border Patrol Strategic Plan, planners relied on a number 
of assumptions and created goals for what the policy would accomplish. Some of 
their main points asserted that: “Alien apprehensions will decrease as Border Pa-
trol increases control of the border…Violence will increase as effects of strategy 
are felt...A strong interior enforcement posture works well for border control...Im-
provements in technology will make border control strategies more effective and less 
resource intensive… [and] control of the border will reduce INS cost and produce 
more efficiency…”22 However, in the congressional study on the strategy conducted 
in 2010, it was concluded that though PTD had made border crossing more chal-
lenging, dangerous, and expensive for immigrants, the total number of undocu-
mented immigrants apprehended actually steadily increased from 1994-2000, even 
though the number of personnel and resources at the border more than doubled in 
that time period.23 For a strategy that was meant to deter illegal immigration in the 
first place and decrease apprehensions as a result, it has failed, and in fact done the 
complete opposite. In regard to the assumption about PTD making border control 
strategies less resource intensive and reducing cost, we have seen that the cost of 
border enforcement skyrocketed during this period, and countless new resources 
were implemented to try and deter illegal immigration. While USBP’s own report 
concludes that PTD is not working, they are still accruing an enormous amount of 
funding for border enforcement, and it continues to increase. 

More than 5 million undocumented immigrants have attempted to cross the 
Sonoran Desert since 2000, and 2,908 bodies have been recovered in the same time 
period, though research suggests that the number of fatalities is much higher.24 In 
addition, the USPB, which is the main federal agency charged with border control 
and enforcement (with help from Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)) 
has used Statute 1325 from the INA to charge immigrants with illegal entry in 
federal court and then sentence them to privately run detention centers, or deport 
them far from the place where they were apprehended.25 In recent years, they have 
also used this statute to justify the zero-tolerance and family separation policies 
enforced by the Trump administration.

Safety Initiatives
USBP has officially implemented the Border Safety Initiative (BSI) in re-

sponse to the amount of immigrant fatalities occurring in the Sonoran Desert and 

22 “Border Patrol Strategic Plan 1994 and Beyond: National Strategy.”
23 Haddal, Chad C. “Border Security: The Role of the U.S. Border Patrol.”
24 De León, Jason, et. al. “A View From the Train Tracks.”
25 Ibid. 
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other harsh terrain along the border migrants have been funneled into, even though 
they have stated explicitly that this strategy was part of their plan from the very be-
ginning. When asked about immigrant deaths occurring in the desert, Customs and 
Border Patrol has deflected the blame, placing it instead on smugglers, saying that 
the smugglers trick undocumented immigrants and don’t warn them of the dangers 
of the desert.26 The BSI has released television, radio, and print advertisements ex-
plaining the dangers involved with crossing the border, though many undocument-
ed immigrants do not have access to these resources to benefit from them.27 They 
have also started to maintain water stations in the desert and deploy rescue teams, 
as well as train some Mexican law enforcement officials in rescue tactics.28 However, 
these effects are minimal, as can be seen from the number of bodies that are still 
found in the desert. Also, since there are no known photojournalists in the remote 
areas of the Arizona Desert, there is no one to document what exactly is happening, 
so it is hard to know if these initiatives are truly being carried out. There is also no 
one to be shocked by the sight of dead or dehydrated migrants if it is not.29 

Prevention Through Deterrence Looking Forward
The best way for the PTD strategy to be effective is for it to be cancelled 

completely. We have seen over time that though prevention theoretically sounds like 
an effective idea to deter illegal immigration; in reality it only funnels immigrants 
to more dangerous areas of the border and increases fatalities. We cannot allow the 
government to both passively (through language in the NSP condoning the use of 
the desert as a weapon) and actively (through new agents and technology stationed 
on the front line) encourage migrant deaths, so that the United States can look 
tough on “crime.” Not only has this strategy been proven to be inhumane and dan-
gerous for immigrants, but it also has not decreased the rate of illegal immigration 
or apprehensions of illegal immigrants. The recent influx of immigration in gener-
al in the mid-to-late 1990s30 has led to more people at American borders overall, 
whether they are seeking asylum, applying to be a citizen or permanent resident 
legally, or trying to cross without documents. This, in turn, has led to an increase 
in criminal charges against immigrants and inhumane conditions in the detention 
centers where they are subsequently held. This has reignited the debate over section 
1325 of the INA, which allows for the criminal charges of undocumented immi-

26 Carroll, Rory. “US Border Patrol uses desert as ‘weapon’ to kill thousands of migrants, report 
says.” The Guardian, Guardian News & Media Limited. 7 December 2016.
27 Haddal, Chad C. “Border Security: The Role of the U.S. Border Patrol.”
28 Ibid. 
29 De León, Jason, et. al. “A View From the Train Tracks.”
30 Haddal, Chad C. “Border Security: The Role of the U.S. Border Patrol.”
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grants who have been apprehended crossing the border, as well as the new surges of 
ICE raids and deportations and federal charges for undocumented immigrants who 
are arrested for misdemeanors and/or non-violent crimes. The solution might be, as 
many of the 2020 presidential Democratic candidates like Julián Castro and Eliza-
beth Warren have suggested, to repeal 8 U.S.C. 1325.31 Or it might be a complete 
restructuring of the INA, to allow for an easier path to citizenship and legal entry 
into the United States. 

If there were an easier path to legal entry—both for temporary and perma-
nent status for immigrants—a more humane process of asylum, and less backlog in 
American immigration courts, one effect could be fewer people trying to cross the 
border illegally. This would also help alleviate the need to cross the border through 
dangerous points of entry, such as the Sonoran Desert. If fewer Border Patrol agents 
were stationed at main points of entry, it might also discourage immigrants from 
crossing through the desert, because safer points would be less foreboding, and it 
could facilitate more communication between Border Patrol agents and immigrants. 
In order to maintain secure borders, we would not have to eliminate all checkpoints, 
and the federal government could think about training Border Patrol agents not 
only on how to apprehend immigrants, but how to look out for smugglers. They 
could also teach crisis management and trauma skills, so that they could better com-
municate with immigrants who have experienced traumatic situations throughout 
their journey. Many of these proposed changes would ultimately rely on changing 
the priorities of our immigration system, from focusing on the border as a criminal 
problem to focusing on it as a humanitarian issue. One thing is for sure: the INA 
and the PTD strategy have never been concerned with humanity, and this needs to 
change in order for our immigration processes to be more effective.

31 Aguilera, Jasmine. “Section 1325 of U.S. Immigration Law Was a Hot Topic in Wednesday's 
Debate. Here's Why It's a Big Deal.”
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Abstract:

This paper will present an understanding of the Hebrew Bible 
and the Qur'an as having the impact of museums. Drawing par-
allels between canonization and curation, this paper examines the 
imaginings of Abraham that are exhibited in both museums. In 
both museums, Abraham is depicted in an exhibit in which he 
nearly sacrifices his son. In the Jewish exhibit, it is Isaac whom 
he nearly slays; in the Muslim exhibit, it is Ishmael. Using the 
theoretical frameworks of Blair, Dickinson, and Ott’s Places of 
Public Memory: The Rhetoric of Museums and Memorials and Ben-
edict Anderson’s Imagined Communities, as well as the writings of 
Lowin, Caspi and Cohen, Hendel, and Levenson, this paper will 
provide a new interpretation of the common exhibit of Abraham 
that both museums present, as well as a new understanding of the 
ramifications that these exhibits have for the imaginings of Abra-
ham within Jewish and Muslim communities.

Anne Cannon
Class of 2021

Chicago Style

Religion

Imagining Abraham:
Understanding the Hebrew Bible and the 

Qur'an as Museums

Introduction
A common trait of Islam and Judaism is the value of Abrahamic genealogy. 

While both communities imagine themselves as the descendants of Abraham, each 
community imagines themselves distinctly. This raises a significant question about 
genealogy: if two groups can imagine themselves as descendants of the same patri-
arch, how can the two imaginings be so different? Using text from the Hebrew Bible 
and the Qur'an, this paper will examine differences in the scriptural imaginings of 
Abraham. This discussion will use the child sacrifice narrative, which is common 
to both texts, as a shared narrative. This analysis will help elucidate how different 
imaginings of Abraham emerged from the shared narrative To develop this new 
interpretation of the child sacrifice narrative, the Hebrew Bible and Qur'an will be 
analyzed as forms of museums, with the child sacrifice narrative offered as a shared 
exhibit. By understanding the different imaginings of Abraham as a prophet and as 
a patriarch, and with a focus on the scriptural museums’ control of space, a new in-
terpretation of the child sacrifice narrative will be offered to analyze the implications 
of the Abrahamic imaginings for each community.

Explanation of the Theoretical Framework: Museums and Imaginings
In the introduction to Places of Public Memory: The Rhetoric of Museums and 

Memorials, Blair, Dickinson, and Ott discuss the role of memory places in con-
structing the memory of a group of people. In their writing, memory is described 
as being a connective factor that is used to create a common self-understanding and 
identity.1 This is a reciprocal relationship, in that what they term “public memory” 
can only be cultivated if there is “a sense of belonging or affiliation.”2 They posit 
that memory is created and strengthened through objects and symbols.3 In their 
discussion of memory, they focus on the concept of a memory place, which they 
understand to be “an object of special attention because of its self-nomination as a 
site of significant memory of and for a collective. This signifier commands attention, 
because it announces itself as a marker of collective identity.”4 

To understand the role of the group in establishing the value of a memory 
place, one must understand the implications of a community. While Benedict An-
derson's Imagined Communities focuses on the political community of the nation, 
his theories of communities can be applied to any group of people who perceive 

1 Carole Blair, Greg Dickinson, and Brian L. Ott, “Introduction: Rhetoric/Memory/Place,” in Places 
of Public Memory: The Rhetoric of Museums and Memorials, ed. Greg Dickinson, Carole Blaire, and 
Brian L. Ott (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 2010), 6.
2 Blair, Dickinson, and Ott, “Introduction,” 17.
3 Blair, Dickinson, and Ott, “Introduction,” 6.
4 Blair, Dickinson, and Ott, “Introduction,” 25.
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themselves to be connected through a shared identity. Anderson explains that a 
community is “imagined” and “limited.”5 The strong bond that is perceived to ex-
ist between members of a community is often grounded in the knowledge of the 
existence of other individuals who share an identity rather than an interpersonal 
relationship. According to Anderson, then,  the bond of the community as well as 
the community itself is not truly existent, but imagined.6 

It is not surprising, then, that memory places frequently serve an etiological 
function for a community. This is particularly true in the case of the museum, a 
memory place to which Anderson refers as an “institution of power.”7 Anderson 
explicates that museums serve to endorse and support the current state of a group by 
showing its connection to its roots.8 The etiological function of museums is signifi-
cantly different from historical understandings of the past. As Pierre Nora explains, 
“Memory, being a phenomenon of emotion and magic, accommodates only those 
facts that suit it. It thrives on vague, telescopic reminisces, on hazy general impres-
sions or specific symbolic details… History, being an intellectual, non-religious ac-
tivity, calls for analysis and critical discourse… At the heart of history is a criticism 
destructive of spontaneous memory.”9 While museums serve to connect the group 
in the present to its roots in the past, they do not present the past as it existed but 
create and present memories of the past.

Not all elements of the past are memorialized within a museum. Museums 
are selective in nature, and it is this selectivity that makes them “institutions of 
power.”10 Museums’ curators intentionally select elements of the past to memorial-
ize, ones that connect a group's present to their past in a way that meets the needs 
of the community. Blair, Dickinson, and Ott explain the way that museums gain 
power through the control of space: “Memory places… prescribe particular paths of 
entry, traversal, and exit. Maps, arrows, walls, boundaries, openings, doors, modes 
of surveillance all encode power and possibility… no matter how overtly a place 
may exert power through its incorporation, enablement, direction, and constraints 
on bodies, it has its own power dimension that becomes part of the experience.”11 

5 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
Revised ed., (London: Verso, 2006), 6.
6 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 6.
7 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 164.
8 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 181.
9 “General Introduction: Between Memory and History,” in Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French 
Past, ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, 1 (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1996), quoted in Greg Dickinson, Carole Blair, and Brian L. Ott, “Introduction: Rhetoric/Memory/
Place” in Places of Public Memory: The Rhetoric of Museums and Memorials, ed. Greg Dickinson, Carole 
Blaire, and Brian L. Ott (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 2010), 8.
10 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 164
11 Blair, Dickinson, and Ott, “Introduction,” 29.

Through curation and control of both the exhibits and the space itself, museums 
are incredibly impactful in creating and presenting particular memories. Museums 
have a significant role in the development of a shared identity between people, and 
thus are important in the cultivation of an imagined community. Communities 
use museums to relate their present to their past, but they are also influenced by 
museums’ presentations of their pasts. Museums memorialize a group's past using 
present values, creating a self-imagining that is deeply rooted in memory rather than 
history. Understanding the Hebrew Bible and Qur'an as museums will allow for a 
new understanding of the differences in communal imaginings of Jews and Muslims 
that derive from the same genealogical imagining.

Canonization and Curation: Hebrew Bible and Qur'an as Museums
While the theoretical frameworks of Blair, Dickinson, and Ott and Ander-

son, focus on museums as physical places, I would like to propose an expansion of 
their theories of text as a form of museum. Specifically, I propose that the Hebrew 
Bible and the Qur'an serve the function of museums within the communities that 
value them. The Hebrew Bible and the Qur'an serve the following particular func-
tions of museums: museums create memories that unite a specific group, museums 
meet the etiological needs of a community, and museums memorialize selective 
aspects of the past.

Museums and Unity
Similar to museums, the Hebrew Bible and the Qur'an have created partic-

ular memories, understandings, and imaginings of the world, their past, and the 
meaning of their present. Both the Jewish and Islamic peoples unite around their 
respective scriptures. Practitioners of a religion often find themselves embodying an 
Andersonian imagining of being part of a larger community of people throughout 
the world who read, value, and cherish these texts. Groups of people gather for 
communal readings of these scriptures, and study groups are formed to interpret 
the texts. Additionally, religious scripture is authoritative within a community only 
if the community values the scripture. Thus, the ability of the Hebrew Bible and 
the Qur'an to effectively create and present particular memories stem from their 
perceived value by those who read them, just as museums can only be established if 
a group of people can unite in a common valuing of particular elements of the past.

Etiology
Just as museums are frequently etiologically-focused, both the Hebrew Bible 
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and the Qur'an are highly concerned with memorializing origins.12 Both texts in-
clude origin stories of the world and the respective religion, as well as genealogies, 
which are etiological in nature as they strive to prove the familial origin of a person. 
By providing these etiologies, the Hebrew Bible and the Qur'an serve the function 
of a museum. Readers of the text are presented with stories that strive to connect the 
present with the group's particular understandings of the past, cultivating a sense 
of unity amongst the readers and memorializing a particular imagining of the past. 

Selectivity of Exhibited Material
It is the selectivity of exhibited material in the Hebrew Bible and the Qur'an 

that is the most defining of their ability to be characterized as a museum. Whereas 
museums are curated, scriptures are canonized. Not all memories of the past are 
presented in the Hebrew Bible and in the Qur'an. Apocryphal texts are the “discard 
pile” of the curator, the collections of stories that cannot be exhibited because they 
do not create the memories that the curator sees as fit for the community. In ad-
dition to the intentional decisions of the curator, the canonization of texts can be 
impacted by external forces that act on the curator, such as politics or technology.13 
Just as the space of museums is controlled, the canonizers order the canonized texts 
in a way that helps them in their mission to cultivate a particular memory. Scrip-
tures, like museums, have a cutoff date to be included in the exhibit. Even if scrolls 
containing new text are discovered, if the discovery occurs after the canonization, 
they are ineligible for inclusion in the canon. These texts may be exhibited in other 
museums, such as apocryphal collections of texts, but they do not hold the same 
authority as the canonized, curated texts for practitioners who value canonization. 
Thus, in the following analysis of  the shared sacrifice exhibit of both scriptural 
museums, it will be  imperative to view each text through the lens of canonization, 
just as museum exhibits are viewed through the lens of curation. The texts that are 
presented in the following section emerged from both goal-oriented, intentional 
canonization as well as canonization that resulted from unsolicited external factors. 
The shared exhibits thus serve as gateways to understanding both the values and 
circumstances of the curators. Understanding the child sacrifice narrative as exhibi-
tions of particular communal values allows us to better understand the way that two 
distinct communal imaginings emerged from a common genealogically oriented 
imagining.

12 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 181.
13 Jeffrey K. Olick, “Introduction,” in States of Memory: Continuities, Conflicts, and Transformations in 
National Retrospection, ed. Jeffrey K. Olick (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 7.
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The Shared Exhibit: Abraham and the Sacrifice
In examining museums that serve different populations and are curated 

within different value-based contexts, it is particularly interesting to find a shared 
exhibit that strives to create different imaginings. This also provides an opportunity 
for scholars to compare the imaginings that are created by each exhibit and under-
stand how an exhibit can be manipulated to meet the needs of different imagined 
communities. The Hebrew Bible and the Qur'an both contain many exhibits on 
Abraham, but one in particular is common to both museums. In this shared exhibit, 
Abraham is portrayed as nearly sacrificing his son. By examining the commonalities 
and differences between these exhibitions, it will be possible to interpret the func-
tion that the exhibit serves within each museum.

In the Qur'an, the sacrifice exhibit is found in the surah of Al-Safat.14 In this 
exhibit of the sacrifice, the son is not named. However, as Isaac is described as being 
a “reward” for Abraham's belief in God, it can be interpreted that the nearly-sacri-
ficed son is presumably Ishmael, the son of Abraham and his servant Hagar.15 The 
idea to sacrifice Ishmael comes from a dream, and rather than telling Ishmael that 
he is to be sacrificed, Abraham asks Ishmael for his opinion on the matter.16 When 
Abraham and Ishmael are physically prepared for the sacrifice, Abraham is told that 
the sacrifice “was indeed a bitter test” and he “fulfilled [his] vision.”17 Abraham is 
referred to as “righteous” twice, and once as a “believing servant.”18

In the Hebrew Bible, the sacrifice exhibit is presented differently. From the 
beginning of the exhibit, readers know that the sacrifice is a test.19 This stands in 
stark contrast to the Qur'anic exhibit, in which readers do not learn that the sac-
rifice is a test until after the sacrifice is  stopped.20 According to the Hebrew Bible, 
Abraham is instructed by God to bring Isaac to Moriah “and offer him there as a 
burnt offering.”21 Unlike in the Qur'an, the Hebrew Bible's exhibition specifically 
names Isaac as the son to be sacrificed, and he is referred to as the “favored one” and 
as “whom you love.”22 After three days of traveling, Abraham arrives at the site of 
the sacrifice.23 When Isaac questions Abraham as to why they did not bring a sheep 
for the sacrifice, Abraham responds that “God will see to the sheep for his burnt 

14 Qur'an 37:101-125 (Dawood translation)
15 Qur'an 37:112; 37:110 (Dawood translation)
16 Qur'an 37:102 (Dawood translation)
17 Qur'an 37:103; 37:106; 37:105 (Dawood translation)
18 Qur'an 37:105; 37:111 (Dawood translation)
19 Genesis 22:1 (Etz Hayim)
20 Qur'an 37:106; 37:104 (Dawood translation)
21 Genesis 22:2 (Etz Hayim)
22 Genesis 22: 2 (Etz Hayim)
23 Genesis 22:4 (Etz Hayim)
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offering, my son.”24 Whereas in the Qur'an, Ishmael knew of the sacrifice and con-
sented to it, in the Hebrew Bible, Isaac is presented as being unaware of Abraham's 
sacrificial intentions.25 However, the truth is embedded in Abraham's response to 
Isaac. His inclusion of the phrase “my son” can be interpreted as a way of directly 
addressing Isaac in his response, but it also can be interpreted to mean that the son 
is the burnt offering, as he states, “his burnt offering, my son.”26 When Abraham 
binds Isaac to the altar and lifts the knife for slaughter, an angel addresses him and 
instructs him not to sacrifice the boy.27 Interestingly, the instructions from the angel 
are to “not raise your hand against the boy, or do anything to him,” both of which 
Abraham has already done.28 It is only once Abraham has physically “picked up the 
knife” and bound him to the altar that the angel intervenes.29

Both of these exhibitions create particular imaginings, or memories, of Abra-
ham. Scholars have interpreted the imaginings created by the sacrifice exhibits in 
different ways. In his discussion of the Qur'anic exhibit of the sacrifice, Barlas imag-
ines Abraham within the Muslim understanding of sacrifice. Barlas explains that 
“while the Qur'an links the sacred and sacrifice, it does not link either one to secre-
cy.”30 Barlas's imagining of Abraham is one in which Abraham is admired for being 
open with Ishmael about the sacrifice because of Islam's lack of emphasis on secrecy 
in sacrifice or the sacred, writing that “From a Qur'anic standpoint, had the father 
set out to kill an unsuspecting son, it would have robbed the son of all moral agency 
and made him into a victim of his father's tyranny while also making the father 
a murderer.”31 By using Muslim values to understand Abraham's behavior, Barlas 
imagines Abraham as acting in a moral manner. Cohen and Caspi present al-Kis'ai's 
eighth-century imagining of Abraham as having “obedience to God.”32 Interestingly, 
al-Kis'ai understands it to be Isaac, not Ishmael, that Abraham is sacrificing in the 
Qur'anic exhibit.33 This view is also held by ninth-century al-Tha’labi but is disput-
ed by Abu Abbas and Muhammad b. Ka'b al Kardhi.34 Cohen and Caspi understand 
al-Kis'ai's imagining of Abraham serves “to emphasize the strength of character as 

24 Genesis 22:8 (Etz Hayim)
25 Qur’an 37:102 (Dawood translation); Genesis 22:7 (Etz Hayim)
26 Genesis 22:8 (Etz Hayim)
27 Genesis 22:10; 22:11 (Etz Hayim)
28 Genesis 22:12 (Etz Hayim)
29 Genesis 22:10; 22:10; 22:11 (Etz Hayim)
30 Asma Barlas, “Abraham's Sacrifice in the Qur’an: Beyond the Body,” Scripta Instituti Donneriani 
Aboenis 23, (January 2011): 58, https://doi.org/10.30674/scripta.67380.
31 Barlas, “Abraham's Sacrifice,” 58.
32 Mishael Maswari Caspi and Sascha Benjamin Cohen, The Binding (Aqedah) and its Transforma-
tions in Judaism and Islam: The Lambs of God, (Lewiston: Mellen, 1995), 119.
33 Caspi and Cohen, The Binding, 108.
34 Caspi and Cohen, The Binding, 107; 108; 105.
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the Patriarch,” and that the sacrifice exhibit in the Qur'an serves as a “confirmation 
of the patriarchal potential of Ibrahim.”35

Scholarly understandings of the Hebrew Bible exhibit reflect similar imag-
inings of Abraham. Hendel understands the imagining of Abraham in the Hebrew 
Bible exhibit to be one that presents Abraham as the text suggests, as “a perfectly 
righteous man, without blemish, because of his absolute fidelity to God's will.”36 
Levenson describes a similar imagining of Abraham in the Hebrew Bible exhibit, 
understanding the exhibit to be “the most powerful biblical revelation of the great-
ness of Abraham.”37 Levenson also presents a contrasting imagining of Abraham 
in the Hebrew Bible exhibit, described as “one rooted not in ancient theology but in 
Enlightenment philosophy.”38 In this imagining, Abraham's behavior is understood 
to be “a paragon of unethical behavior, moral failure, religious fanaticism, and much 
else, all of it very bad.”39 Caspi and Cohen present a different imagining of Abraham 
in the Hebrew Bible exhibit, in which Abraham is understood to be in a “completely 
dialogical relationship to the deity,” and because of this mutual relationship, “Abra-
ham knew he would complete the offering of Isaac as a holocaust, and yet at the 
same time he also knew that somehow, even if in a way he could not understand, 
that Isaac would not die.”40 This interpretation brings a new element to the dis-
cussion, by imagining that Abraham's decision was made with the knowledge that 
Isaac would not be harmed, an imagining that places Abraham out of the category 
of ordinary human. Caspi and Cohen also discuss an imagining of the exhibit in the 
Hebrew Bible that is not an imagining of Abraham himself; rather, this imagining is 
an imagining of the exhibit as a whole. In this imagining, the exhibit is understood 
to have an “educational value,” explaining that “Humanity should learn from the 
patriarch of the nation to what degree of self-sacrifice one can reach,” and that the 
sacrifice exhibit is a “merit to a mortal man.”41 This imagining of the sacrifice exhibit 
as a whole stands in stark contrast to the imaginings of Abraham within the exhibit.

The two exhibits are starkly different in the details they include and the char-
acters that are involved. These differences are the result of each exhibit's structure. 
As Blair, Dickinson, and Ott explain, museums’ power stems in part from their 
control of space.42 Just as museums use signage, entrances, and exits to guide at-

35 Caspi and Cohen, The Binding, 111.
36 Ronald Hendel, Remembering Abraham: Culture, Memory, and History in the Hebrew Bible, (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 40.
37 Levenson, Inheriting Abraham, 66.
38 Levenson, Inheriting Abraham, 67.
39 Levenson, Inheriting Abraham, 67.
40 Caspi and Cohen, The Binding, 25.
41 Caspi and Cohen, The Binding, 23; 22; 23.
42 Blair, Dickinson, and Ott, “Introduction,” 29.
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tendees’ pathways, and thus interpretations, of their exhibits, the exhibits in both 
the Hebrew Bible and Qur'an give information to the reader that guides their un-
derstanding. Each scriptural exhibit essentially contains a sign that tells readers, 
“attention: no children were harmed in the testing of Abraham's faith.” It is the 
difference in the placement of this sign that changes the contents of the exhibits. In 
the Qur'anic exhibit, the reader is not informed that the sacrifice does not need to 
be completed, and that this is a test, until Abraham finds out.43 Conversely, the He-
brew Bible exhibit informs its readers that the instruction to sacrifice is a test before 
the instructions themselves are given.44 

The placement of the metaphorical signage is critical in what follows in each 
exhibit. The Qur'anic exhibit must be less graphic than the Hebrew Bible exhibit 
because attendees at the Qur'anic exhibit are unaware until the end of the exhibit 
that it is a test. Conversely, the Hebrew Bible exhibit can be graphic and gory, terri-
fying and upsetting, because attendees at the exhibit can remind themselves that the 
disturbing plan to sacrifice is a test. An exhibit with the warning at the beginning 
can afford to use sensory detail and describe the physical aspects of the sacrifice: 
the wood, the binding, the knife.45 Alternatively, an exhibit that uses such graphic, 
sensory detail for attendees who are positioned to perceive the sacrifice as something 
that will occur may be deterred from the exhibit, as they may be upset or disturbed 
with the resulting imagining of Abraham. The power of the exhibit relies on its at-
tendees’ willingness to accept the imagining that it strives to memorialize.

Conclusion
The different structures of the exhibits support the imaginings of Abraham 

that each museum strives to create. While both Jewish and Muslim communities 
imagine themselves as being descendants of Abraham, the Hebrew Bible and the 
Qur'an understand Abraham in different ways. The Qur'an imagines Abraham as 
a prophet, whereas the Hebrew Bible imagines Abraham as a patriarch.46 The dis-
tinction between these two imaginings is critical to understanding the differences in 
the exhibits and their structures. The Qur'anic imagining of Abraham as a prophet is 
centered on his relationship and communication with god. Conversely, The Hebrew 
Bible's imagining of Abraham as a patriarch is rooted in the continuity of his lin-
eage. The differences in these roles explain the distinct imaginings of Abraham in 
the shared exhibit. Abraham's role as a prophet in the Qur'an is to bring the mes-

43 Qur'an 37:106 (Dawood translation)
44 Genesis 22:1 (Etz Hayim)
45 Genesis 22:9-10 (Etz Hayim)
46 Qur’an 33:7 (Dawood translation); Genesis 11:2 (Etz Hayim)
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sage of god to others around him. This leads to the curation of an exhibit in which 
Abraham is depicted as receiving and sharing a divine message. The Hebrew Bible's 
exhibit of the child sacrifice narrative focuses on the familial aspects of the event, 
emphasizing the emotions and drama of the potential loss of Abraham's lineage, 
focusing on patriarchy rather than prophecy. Through the manipulation and control 
of space in the exhibits, as well as through the manifestation of communal values of 
prophecy and patriarchy, the Qur'an and the Hebrew Bible are able to use a shared 
exhibit to create two distinct imaginings of Abraham.
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Correctional facilities can be breeding grounds for infectious 
diseases, but they can also be utilized as vantage points to treat 
vulnerable and historically difficult to reach populations. In the 
United States, there has been a recent spike in incarceration rates 
that has been deemed an epidemic. The goal of this paper is to an-
alyze the far-reaching public health implications of mass incarcer-
ation specifically regarding infectious diseases like HIV and Hep-
atitis C, which are more prevalent in correctional facilities. Risk 
factors before, during, and after incarceration will be explored and 
specific suggestions will be made designed to curb the spread of 
these diseases. For example, standardizing routine opt-out screen-
ing, increasing treatment options and establishing linkage to care 
programs. Improved access to medical care for incarcerated indi-
viduals in the criminal justice system is economically, morally, and 
ethically sound, and should be a public health priority. In fact, 
expanding the scope of screening and treatment is cost-effective 
and would benefit communities by reducing infectious disease 
transmission and medical costs.
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Introduction
The success of the Netflix Original Series Orange Is the New Black is just one 

example of popular culture’s fixation on the Prison Industrial Complex. Created by 
Jenji Kohan, the Emmy Award-winning comedy-drama uses interesting narratives 
to problematize issues surrounding pressing social issues like gender, race, sexuality, 
corruption, and addiction in the setting of Litchfield Penitentiary, a women’s fed-
eral prison in New York. The show also raises questions about a prison institution’s 
ethical obligations to its prisoners. While the show does explore many social issues, 
it fails to depict a very real risk associated with life inside of a prison: infectious 
disease. Infectious diseases are more common in prisoners compared to the general 
population (Fazel & Baillargeon, 2010). The public health implications of mass in-
carceration are far-reaching and have yet to be fully explored. Correctional facilities 
can be breeding grounds for infectious diseases, but they can also be leveraged as 
a critical setting to implement interventions designed to curb the spread of these 
diseases. Therefore, improved access to medical care for incarcerated individuals is 
cost-effective and would benefit communities by reducing infectious disease trans-
mission and medical costs. 

Incarceration Epidemic in US
The United States penal system has dramatically increased in the last few de-

cades. This has less to do with a change in crime rates and more to do with a change 
in policy and how these policies are enforced. Between 1978 and 2011, the per 
capita rate of incarceration quadrupled in the United States (Lum, et al 2014). This 
can partially be attributed to the War on Drugs, an anti-drug campaign pioneered 
by Richard Nixon in the 70s, and expanded by Ronald Reagan in the 80s. Moreover, 
the United States leads the world in incarceration, incarcerating about 2.2 million 
citizens on any given day (Wildeman & Wang, 2017). This recent spike in US in-
carceration rates has been deemed an epidemic. The term epidemic implies health 
conditions affecting a large number of individuals within a population. Although 
it might not seem like the appropriate term, to describe this phenomenon as an 
epidemic is quite fitting, as mass incarceration has many public health implications. 

When investigating the incarceration epidemic in the United States, it is 
important to note the difference between jails and prisons. Compared to prisons, 
jails are designed for short term sentences less than or equal to one year. Jails serve 
as detention centers for people awaiting trial while prisons house sentenced inmates 
(Wakeman & Rich, 2010). Moreover, jails in the United States have 19 times the 
number of admissions compared to that of state and federal prisons (Akiyama, et al, 
2017).  For the purposes of this paper, jails and prisons will be discussed together, 
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as they both describe the condition of being incarcerated. However, the specific 
challenges associated with each will also be investigated in the context of infectious 
diseases. For example, one of the challenges associated with jails is the high turnover 
and high volume of inmates (Wakeman & Rich, 2010).  These constraints make 
disease testing and follow-up logistically challenging. Therefore, jails might be es-
pecially problematic for monitoring and treatment adherence. Yet, both jails and 
prisons represent a potential vantage point for public health where the health of 
historically hard to reach populations can be addressed. 

Incarceration, Chronic Illness, and Mental Health
Previous research has investigated the impact of incarceration on general in-

dividual health outcomes as well as on family, community, and general population 
health. The state of incarceration impacts inmates’ individual health as it more or 
less dictates what they can eat, what they can do, and who/what they are exposed 
to. Jail and prison facilities tend to be suboptimal due to various reasons such as 
financial constraints. Consequently, incarceration is associated with more chronic 
health problems, as well as generally more negative health outcomes (Massoglia & 
Pridemore, 2015).  Moreover, previous research acknowledges a high prevalence of 
mental health problems in correctional populations (Wildeman & Wang, 2017). 
While each prison and jail differ, these general trends are important to consider be-
fore considering the effects of infectious disease. The state of incarceration has also 
been shown to impact the health of a family.  For example, paternal incarceration 
may influence “attainment processes” pertaining to a child’s education and employ-
ment (Massoglia & Pridemore, 2015).  Given that most prison/jail level sentences 
are only temporary and inmates eventually re-enter the community, it would not be 
unreasonable to state that incarceration may also have population and community 
level health impacts. 

Incarceration & Infectious Disease Prevalence & Risk Factors
As previously discussed, there is a connection between incarceration and 

general negative health outcomes on the individual, family, and community level 
that include chronic illnesses. Previous research has also established a connection 
between incarceration and infectious disease prevalence. These prevalent diseases 
include: Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), Hepatitis C (HCV) and Tuber-
culosis (TB). These conditions are specifically discussed as they occur in a very high 
prevalence in incarcerated populations when compared to the general population. 
A study looking at the infectious disease profile of Texas prison inmates found that 
there were substantially higher rates of HIV and Hepatitis C in this prison compared 
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to the general population (Baillargeon, et al, 2004). HIV and HCV are considered 
infectious diseases as they are spread by organisms and these two in particular may 
be spread via person-to-person, which is an especially relevant factor when consid-
ering the confined quarters of a correctional facility. 

Moreover, certain risk factors can explain the correlation between poor health 
outcomes like infectious disease levels and incarceration status before, during, and 
after exposure to the correctional setting. Risk factors before incarceration may in-
clude low socioeconomic status, having poor access to health care, living in poorly 
sanitized living conditions, engaging in high-risk sexual behaviors, and injection 
drug use (Baillargeon, et al, 2004). Research has indicated that the individuals that 
face these risk factors are more likely to pass through a correctional facility in their 
lifetime (Baillargeon, et al, 2004). Moreover, some of these factors can also be rele-
vant during incarceration conditions. For example, high-risk sexual behaviors and 
injection drug use might be prohibited in correctional facilities but that does not 
mean that these activities do not take place.

Risk factors to consider during/after exposure to the incarceration conditions 
include increased proximity in a confined space that encourages the propagation 
of airborne diseases and a high turnover of a high-risk population (Niveau, 2005). 
Compared to a prison setting, high turnover is perhaps more of a challenge in a 
jail setting which typically houses inmates for a shorter time frame and thus sees 
a greater rate of admissions. Other relevant risk factors during/after incarceration 
include “psychological stress, crowded living conditions, sexual assault, poor ven-
tilation systems, and increased concentration of immunosuppressed cohabitants” 
(Baillargeon, et al, 2004). It is important to consider risk factors when consider-
ing possible solutions to address the problem. Improved access to medical care for 
incarcerated individuals by targeting these risk factors has the potential to reduce 
infectious disease transmission as well as reduce medical costs. 

Disproportionate Health Effects: Race & Gender
It is important to consider how the aforementioned connection between in-

fectious disease prevalence and incarceration status disproportionately affects cer-
tain demographics. It is also important to note that the War on Drugs and current 
drug policies have disproportionately impacted communities of color, as people of 
color are “more likely to be stopped, searched, arrested, convicted, harshly sentenced 
and saddled with a lifelong criminal record” especially for drug violations (Race and 
the Drug War, n.d.). Because there is a racial disparity in incarceration rates, there 
are consequently also health outcome disparities associated with these racial dispari-
ties. For example, black men have a 20% risk of incarceration compared to a 3% risk 
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for white men (Massoglia, 2008). Hammett et al notes that “the disproportionate 
incarceration rates experienced by African Americans and Latinos and the already 
disproportionate burden of the diseases under study among the same groups com-
bine to produce a situation in which the vast majority of inmates and releasees with 
these infectious diseases are African American or Latino” (Hammett, et al, 2002). 
This research team also discussed how the prevalence of AIDS in 1997 in the total 
population of New York State was 18% in Blacks and 14% in Hispanics, but that in 
the correctional facilities, 48% of Black inmates and 45% of Hispanic inmates were 
diagnosed with AIDS (Hammett, et al, 2002). 

Moreover, research also indicates higher rates of HCV in incarcerated women 
compared to incarcerated men possibly explained by a higher rate of injection-drug 
use and sexual commodification (Akiyama, et al, 2017). When investigating the 
ramifications of male incarceration, researchers have also noted the implications of 
male incarceration on women and children’s health, which emphasizes the salience 
of this public health epidemic (Wildeman, et al, 2017). The state of incarceration 
does not just affect individuals in isolation, it also greatly affects families and com-
munities. Thus, improving access to medical care for incarcerated individuals should 
be a priority. Successful public health efforts regarding infectious diseases like HIV 
and HCV in correctional facilities will not only benefit the individual but will also 
advance the community. 

HIV
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) has a rich history and a social legacy 

that has seemingly frayed and forged the fabric of American society since the 1980s. 
Generally, HIV is spread when certain bodily fluids (blood, semen, pre-seminal 
fluids, rectal fluids, vaginal fluids, and breast milk) come in contact with a mu-
cous membrane, damaged tissue, or the bloodstream (The Basics of HIV Prevention 
Understanding HIV/AIDS, 2019). HIV rates in prison are 5 times higher than in 
the general population and research has found that 20-26% of people living in the 
United States with HIV have passed through a correctional facility (Hammett, et al, 
2002). This is an important fact to consider as it highlights the important roles that 
prisons can play in curbing HIV transmission among high-risk populations and tar-
geting treatment efforts. Inmates who enter the prison system with HIV most likely 
have a history of injection drug use (Hellard & Aitken, 2004). Moreover, once in 
the prison system, HIV is likely to spread in part due to a lack of clean needles and 
condoms exacerbated by “extreme social conditions” that create opportunities for 
blood-borne virus BBV transmission (Hellard & Aitken, 2004). These are import-
ant risk factors to note when considering approaches to improve health care access 
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and HIV related health outcomes. 

HIV Screening
Interestingly enough, although HIV levels are elevated in prisons, HIV 

tests are not routinely administered. The Center for Disease Control (CDC) rec-
ommends routine HIV testing for adults, yet only 18 states have mandatory HIV 
testing, leaving the other 32 states with only on-request testing available (Liddicoat, 
et al, 2006). Currently, these correctional facilities are underutilized in the public 
health sphere, as they can be critical components of public health interventions that 
involve screening high-risk individuals for infectious diseases, such as HIV. This is 
especially problematic because screening is a key component of primary, secondary, 
and tertiary prevention that respectively attempts to prevent the spread of disease 
before, during, and after the negative health effect occurs. 

As of now, there are predominant screening models in prisons: opt-in screen-
ing, opt-out screening, and risk-based screening. Opt-in and opt-out screening dif-
fer based on who initiates care. Under the first model, opt-in screening, the inmate 
must initiate care and request to be tested; while under the second model, opt-out 
testing, the health care provider initiates care and testing is conducted by default, 
with the option to opt-out. While both models have benefits and drawbacks, studies 
have shown that there are lower rates of testing when correctional facilities utilize 
voluntary opt-in screening compared to opt-out models (Flanigan, et al, 2010). A 
specific study comparing HIV case detection in prison during opt-in vs. opt-out 
testing policies in the state of Washington found that HIV case detection was ap-
proximately 15% higher using the opt-out testing model compared to the opt-in 
testing model (Rosen, et al, 2016). This can be attributed to many factors and has 
large scale public health implications, as this means that those who escape HIV 
detection in the criminal justice setting risk transmitting the infectious disease to 
fellow inmates as well as to the general population once they reenter the community. 

A third model would involve a risk-based approach.This has serious draw-
backs, as a significant number of participants would not be identified. A study in a 
New York jail found that 28% of HIV-infected inmates were undiagnosed, and only 
11% exhibited risk behaviors associated with HIV, like intravenous drug use or men 
who have sex with men, which means that the “89% who did not endorse high-risk 
behavior in this sample would probably never have been identified” (Wakemen & 
Rich, 2010). One of the weaknesses of risk-based testing is the fact that it relies 
on the discretion of health-care providers in the criminal justice system to identify 
high-risk behaviors and the inmates to self-report.       

Opt-in screening, which involves the inmate requesting to be tested, also has 
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several drawbacks that might explain certain “misses” regarding infectious disease 
detection. Because the inmate must initiate care, this screening strategy relies on 
self-identified risk behaviors. There are some barriers associated with self-identifica-
tion of risk behaviors, such as stigma within and outside of the correctional facility 
(Flanigan, et al, 2010). An inmate might be less willing to get tested if they fear be-
ing stigmatized for engaging in high-risk behaviors or carrying an infectious disease. 
Moreover, some inmates might also be unaware of their elevated risk of infectious 
disease and therefore might not be inclined to request a test. National data indicates 
that up to 40% of incarcerated individuals who test positive for HIV report no 
traditional risk factors (Westergaard, et al, 2013). Because opt-out testing makes 
testing the default, there are fewer barriers associated with HIV detection. As the 
default, testing might become more normalized, and therefore stigma might play a 
smaller factor in whether an inmate chooses to get tested. These are some reasons 
why opt-out screening strategies are recommended as a means to increase medical 
access and improve HIV-related health outcomes. 

While the opt-out model suggests more thorough screening and testing, it 
may also have some drawbacks, in terms of redundancy. The opt-out policy might 
produce a low yield detection of previously undetected cases if inmates with HIV 
cases already known to the state are repeatedly tested. This is highlighted by a study 
done in a Massachusetts county prison, which found that 73.1% of inmates offered 
an HIV test accepted, but 45.5% of those individuals had already been tested for 
HIV in the previous year (Liddicoat, et al, 2006). Despite these drawbacks, re-
search indicates that the benefits of opt-out testing outweigh the drawbacks. Rosen 
et al discuss how regardless of whether a test was performed redundantly or not, 
testing plays an important role by linking inmates into prison HIV care (Rosen, 
et al, 2016). For example, the state may be aware of an inmate's HIV status, but 
an inmate might not be aware of their own status and testing would prompt their 
entry into care (Rosen, et al, 2016). Opt-out programs can be modified to exclude 
individuals who already have a positive documented diagnosis. These findings have 
greater public health implications about the effectiveness of linkage to care pro-
grams which will be discussed later in this paper. 

Routine opt-out HIV testing has been proven to be feasible and cost-ef-
fective in most cases. For example, routine HIV testing in jails was cost-effective 
in pregnant women (Flanigan, et al, 2010). This might be explained by the fact 
that integrating HIV testing in a medical evaluation as opposed to treating it as 
an “exceptionalized” practice could save time and money (Flanigan, et al, 2010). 
Moreover, research done by Voux et al, confirms that testing for HIV is feasible and 
suggests opt-out HIV testing in jails specifically in regions of the country that are 
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profoundly impacted by the HIV epidemic (Voux, et al, 2012). In fact, Washington 
D.C. implemented a protocol that tests inmates by default upon entrance into the 
correctional facility, while also providing an opt-out option (Flanigan, et al, 2010). 
The Washington D.C. model is a testament to the feasibility of implementing a 
large-scale HIV testing protocol in a busy urban jail setting. Economically, one 
study also reasoned that most HIV positive inmates did not start antiretroviral ther-
apy (ART) in jail so screening does not necessarily increase pharmacy costs for jails 
(Voux, et al, 2012). Yet it is important to consider that universal opt-out testing 
might not be an effective use of resources in all cases. This is why researchers suggest 
tailoring protocols to prevalence in the jurisdiction or based on the prevalence of 
HIV in previous inmates of the recent past (Westergaard, et al, 2013). For example, 
the CDC recommends routine opt-out HIV testing “unless the prevalence of previ-
ously undiagnosed HIV infection has been documented to be less than 0.1%” (Van-
handel, 2012). Because the suggested prevalence of 0.1% is very low and rare, those 
facilities exempt would be few and far between, and the CDC recommendation 
would be relevant to most correctional facilities. Nonetheless, the research indicates 
that improving medical access in correctional facilities by implementing opt-out 
screening is feasible with promising HIV related health outcomes, such as early 
detection/treatment and prevention of transmission. While the caveats of opt-out 
screening might look different depending on the context of the correctional facility 
(for example- criteria for testing exemptions), the basic principles would still apply. 

HIV Treatment 
Screening may be one part of the problem, but once inmates are diagnosed, 

treatment poses unique challenges in the correctional setting. Improving access to 
medical care for incarcerated individuals to include treatment is cost-effective and 
would reduce HIV disease transmission. Wakeman & Rich discuss specific challeng-
es associated with providing treatment in this setting like maintaining confidenti-
ality (Wakeman & Rich, 2010). Due to the close proximity of people in jail and 
prison settings, privacy is a luxury and maintaining confidentiality may be especially 
challenging. For example, if inmates are called to receive HIV care at a different 
time from the general population or are called to the medication line multiple times 
in a day, other inmates might become suspicious (Wakeman & Rich, 2010). These 
practices might highlight the inmate's disease and compromise their right to con-
fidentiality. Other challenges include inaccessible medical records and medication, 
a lack of comprehensive discharge planning, as well as interruption to treatment 
(Wakeman & Rich, 2010).For this reason, the researchers have several recommen-
dations. For example, they recommend administering HIV care at the same time 
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and place that general care is provided, but in a private room, preferably with doors 
(Wakeman & Rich, 2010). Another alternative is providing the inmates with their 
medications so that they can take them on their own. This suggestion poses the ob-
vious challenge of not being able to monitor adherence (Wakeman & Rich, 2010). 
Despite the obvious drawback, this might be the best option, as it is preferred by 
many prisoners and reflects the outside world when these prisoners are reintegrated 
into the community and have to manage their medications on their own. 

Another obstacle is that if a prisoner on treatment returns to the community, 
the course of their treatment might be interrupted. Treatment may also be inter-
rupted if an inmate has a court appearance, transfers to another facility, or faces 
punitive detention in segregation (Wakeman & Rich, 2010). Research indicates 
that in some cases it might actually be advisable to delay starting these antiviral 
medications until the individual is in a consistent environment conducive to HIV 
treatment (Wakeman & Rich, 2010). While this might ring true in some cases, 
being on antivirals and having an undetectable viral load, has been shown to reduce 
HIV transmission and ultimately be cost-effective for the community (Wakeman & 
Rich, 2010). For these reasons, correctional facilities are a great setting for public 
health initiatives to provide these disadvantaged communities with the option of 
starting treatment. 

Hepatitis C
Like HIV, Hepatitis C (or HCV) is a viral infection that disproportionate-

ly affects the incarcerated population. Hepatitis C causes liver inflammation that 
may lead to severe liver cirrhosis (Hepatitis C, 2019). The infection is transmitted 
through contaminated blood and may be spread via unsafe sex practices and used 
needles (Hepatitis C, 2019). While HCV is the most common blood-borne infec-
tion in the United States, HCV rates in prison are 17-28 times higher than in the 
general population (Kuncio, et al, 2015; Flanigan, et al, 2009). In fact, about 43% 
of people living in the US infected with Hepatitis C have passed through a correc-
tional facility (Hammett, et al, 2002).  In 2016, the national estimate of overall 
HCV antibody prevalence in US prisons was 17.4% (Akiyama, et al, 2017).  With 
almost one in five prisoners infected with the virus, screening is an important tool 
that can be used to curb the spread of the disease, especially when considering there 
is a significant number of prisoners who test positive for the virus who do not know 
they have it. 

HCV Screening
HCV testing is recommended for anyone who was ever incarcerated by The 
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US Preventive Services Task Force (Akiyama, et al, 2017). However, screening pro-
tocols vary from institution to institution. For example, some require opt-in-risk-
based testing and others have universal testing (Kuncio, et al, 2015). The testing 
strategy an institution chooses is most likely influenced by various factors like dis-
ease prevalence perception, budget constraints, and an inmate's average length of 
stay (Kuncio, et al, 2015). Moreover, a study that was done in the Philadelphia Pris-
on System found that only 5% of the population is screened for HCV when utiliz-
ing a risk-based protocol that uses self-reported injection drug use and HIV-positive 
status as qualifiers to test (Kuncio, et al, 2015). The study confirmed the fact that 
HCV prevalence in inmates is a public health crisis and highlighted the weakness-
es associated with risk-based screening protocols that involve missing a significant 
portion of the population. 

It is important to note that probably more than 5% of inmates are at risk, as 
many studies discuss increased HCV risk behavior in correctional facilities. More-
over, self-reporting injection drug use may not be an accurate measure of risk levels, 
as prisoners might be hesitant to disclose further incriminating information that 
may result in penalization. Similar to HIV, researchers suggest pairing opt-out uni-
versal HCV screening with additional strategies to address institutional limitations 
such as a restricted budget (Kuncio, et al, 2015). Screening is an important tool 
because, for some detainees, prison may be the only chance they can receive health-
care. 

 
HCV Treatment

Like HIV treatment, the conundrum of HCV treatment poses challenges in 
the correctional setting, including but not limited to concerns of confidentiality and 
monitoring adherence. Despite these challenges, improving access to medical care 
for incarcerated individuals to include HCV treatment is cost-effective and would 
reduce HCV disease transmission. The American Association for the Study of Liver 
Diseases recommends treating everyone with the Hepatitis C Virus (Beckman, et al, 
2018). Unfortunately, however, less than 1% of prisoners infected with Hepatitis C 
are currently treated while they are in the correctional setting (Papaluca & Thomp-
son, 2018). Yet studies have shown that identifying HCV before long-term compli-
cations can be cost-effective and that, considering current drug prices, widespread 
testing and treatment in prisons is considered to be of “good value” (Shah, et al, 
2006; Assoumou, et al, 2019). Assoumou et al compared two opposing models: the 
“no testing, no treatment, and no linkage to care,” model and the “test all, treat all, 
and linkage to care at release” model. The results of this study revealed that the “test 
all, treat all” model “increased the lifetime sustained virologic response by 23%, 
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[and] reduced cirrhosis cases by 54%” (Assoumou, et al, 2019). These positive out-
comes also have economic implications, as they reduce costs associated with some of 
the potential long-term complications that are implicated in HCV. Therefore, even 
though “test all, treat all” model increased costs by $1,440 per prison entrant, the al-
ternative of performing targeted testing and liver fibrosis-based treatment was more 
expensive and had worse outcomes when considering factors like quality-adjusted 
life-years (QALY) (Assoumou, et al, 2019). Like the case of HIV, treatment would 
benefit the community by potentially reducing transmission and would reduce the 
costs associated with potential long-term complications associated with Hepatitis C. 

Treating Hepatitis C in the correctional facility setting is not only critical for 
public health efforts and cost-effective for the community but it is also feasible. This 
is evidenced by the fact that on July 1st, 2018, California allocated $105.8 million 
to treat over 20,000 inmates infected with HCV (Beckman, et al, 2018). While 
$105.8 million might seem like a substantial amount of money to allocate for one 
cause, the California government considered that investing in this cause now has the 
potential to save even more money from costs associated with the infection down 
the line. Moreover, it has been argued that treatment is not only an economic issue 
but a moral and legal obligation. In fact, in 1976, in the case of Estelle v. Gamble, 
the Supreme Court ruled that “deliberate indifference to a prisoner’s serious ill-
ness or injury constituted cruel and unusual punishment in violation of the Eighth 
Amendment” (Beckman, et al, 2018). Numerous cases centering around failure to 
treat HCV virus have been brought to court in multiple states since then. Other 
states should follow California’s lead and prioritize funding for HCV treatment. 

Linkage to Care Programs
Screening and treatment are important public health interventions, but they 

only depict interventions within the correctional facility and, consequently, they 
do not depict the entire picture. A vast majority of inmates eventually leave the 
criminal justice system and re-enter the community. As alluded to previously, some 
of these inmates face substantial challenges when released from prison. For some, 
prison may be a less stressful environment, as it provides food, shelter, protection, 
and structure. Research indicates that re-entry into the community poses challenges 
such as lack of social support, lack of access to healthcare, and unstable housing-- all 
factors which might exacerbate medical conditions (Akiyama, et al, 2019). For these 
reasons, effective linkage to care programs are essential in managing the post-incar-
ceration health status of these individuals. An example of a successful linkage to a 
care program that has the potential to positively impact this public health crisis is 
Project Bridge. Project Bridge is a successful public health initiative in Rhode Island 
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that links HIV affected inmates with social workers. These social workers attend 
every medical appointment with clients for 2 years upon release from prison in 
order to help them navigate through healthcare agencies (Wakeman & Rich, 2010). 
Historically, Project Bridge has impressive results, ensuring that 96% of clients re-
ceived regular medical care at the 12-month follow-up (Wakeman & Rich, 2010). 
Moreover, Project Bridge is just one example of a successful linkage to care program 
referred to as “case management.” Case management involves coordinating medical, 
mental health, social, and other services and has been associated with improved 
adherence to antiretroviral therapy and less housing instability and food insecurity 
among this high-risk population (Akiyama, et al, 2019). Evidently, linkage to care 
programs serve an important role as they act preemptively in order to address spe-
cific risk factors associated with a previously incarcerated individual’s re-entry into 
the community.

Conclusion
Prisoners are a marginalized population that are disproportionately affected 

by infectious diseases like HIV and HCV. If neglected, incarceration facilities may 
serve as incubators for infectious diseases. However, if utilized correctly, prisons and 
jails can serve as vantage points for public health interventions, where historically 
difficult to reach populations can get screened and treated for potentially life-threat-
ening infectious diseases. Because these disadvantaged populations tend to have 
limited intersections with healthcare, it is imperative that access to medical care 
is improved for incarcerated individuals. Improving access to medical care would 
not only benefit the incarcerated individual who will likely eventually re-enter the 
community, but it will also benefit the community at large. Expanding the scope of 
screening and treatment in the criminal justice system is cost-effective, economical-
ly, morally, and ethically sound, and should be a public health priority. 
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What Can I Do

Narratives, according to the American public school imagination, tend to be 
made up of a pattern of happenings – a plot – that can generally be mapped using a 
few nearly-universal benchmarks: exposition, rising action, a climax, falling action, 
and, finally, some kind of resolution. What happens, though, when an author has 
his or her characters refuse – or, at the very least, believe they are refusing – to take 
part in any sort of action at all? What happens to the novel when its ideological sites 
see themselves as removed from the fictional worlds in which they take form? Such 
characters exist in seminal works of Modern British fiction, written in the tumultu-
ous era just before and during World War I in which the socially neat, stable artistic 
archetypes of the past were exploded in favor of uncertain efforts made by creatives 
tired of the catastrophic status quo. Quintessential public school alum Philip Herri-
ton in E.M. Forster’s 1905 novel Where Angels Fear to Tread and uncertain storyteller 
John Dowell in Ford Madox Ford’s 1915 work The Good Soldier are two of these 
characters: ones that consistently characterize themselves as men of inaction, unable 
to affect the world around them. After enduring and processing tragic events, these 
two characters suddenly assign themselves active qualities, such as having a capacity 
for love and passion, and become aware of their own place in the mainstream British 
society that they inhabit, thus becoming Modern heroes whose metamorphic arcs 
take place internally. Still, they never put these active qualities into practice and 
resignedly accept their societal roles. It is both novels’ framings of these characters, 
though, that reveal the novels’ statements on the Modern British character as it 
manifests off the page. By subtly undermining the narrative voices of modern heroes 
who transform from passive inactivity to self-aware inactivity, Where Angels Fear to 
Tread and The Good Soldier entreat readers to think – and act – beyond the societal 
complacency for which their characters settle. 

Before both authors have their male central characters transform, though, 
they must first establish these characters’ patterns of inaction and ineffectuality. In 
Where Angels Fear to Tread, for instance, Philip is set up as this kind of character 
from the first chapter: when Philip’s overbearing mother, Mrs. Herriton, orders him 
to travel to Italy and prevent his sister-in-law Lilia from marrying a supposedly 
noble Italian man, Philip and the narrator respond as such: “‘I will do all I can,’ 
said Philip in a low voice. It was the first time he had had anything to do” (Forster 
15). Philip’s statement here is immediately undercut by the narrator, who, in a free 
indirect style characteristic of the novel, moves easily between perspectives, taking 
on the voices of various characters and easily slipping back into a removed position 
almost undetected. Here, it seems that the narrator is speaking for themself in order 
to reveal Philip’s shallow hypocrisy. Though Philip utters, “I will do all I can,” the 
narrator’s description of his “low voice” betrays a kind of insincerity to these words, 

This essay puts into conversation two seminal works of Modern 
British fiction: E.M. Forster’s Where Angels Fear to Tread (1905) 
and Ford Madox Ford’s The Good Soldier (1915). Focusing on the 
books’ main characters, public school poster-boy Philip Herriton 
and American narrator John Dowell, respectively, this piece exam-
ines both figures’ tendencies to shy away from forthright action – 
or, at least, to craft images of themselves as doing so. By the end of 
each novel, though, Philip and Dowell encounter harrowing per-
sonal tragedies. Such events prompt both characters to suddenly 
ascribe themselves the active qualities they had previously avoided, 
qualities that they then attempt to locate in the larger contexts of 
their roles in English society. This society, as detailed by Forster 
himself in his essay “Notes on the English Character,” is conceived 
as one that privileges buried feelings and unconscious self-decep-
tion (5-6, 12). Philip and Dowell’s internal transformations thus 
approach scholar Irving Howe’s definition of the Modern hero in 
The Idea of the Modern; this hero is a figure who can do no dash-
ing deeds but instead accomplishes a “heroism of consciousness” 
available only after he experiences failure (36). With this in mind, 
the essay uses Philip and Dowell’s transformations to make claims 
about both novels’ messages in their larger, Modern context, con-
cluding that the novels prompt their readers to step up and act to 
change the status quo in place of their characters, who fail to do 
so.
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as if they are a performance of dedication, of alignment with Mrs. Herriton’s An-
glo-normative values. The second sentence here further belies such insincerity to a 
comic extent. If this is truly “the first time [Philip] had had anything to do,” then 
how can his promise to act be worth anything? How can a man who has never yet 
done do? He cannot, or, at the very least, he does not know how. Therefore, Philip’s 
words here serve as evidence of his hypocritical, anti-active tendencies – though his 
words point toward a willingness to follow through with maintaining his sister-in-
law’s societal position, the narrator’s words betray him, exposing Philip’s indifference 
and passivity. 

Such hypocrisy can be better understood as a thread running throughout the 
English middle-class character itself, at least according to Forster’s estimation. In his 
essay “Notes on the English Character,” Forster crafts an understanding of English, 
public-school-educated men as having “undeveloped hearts,” as being “afraid to feel” 
and thereby rationing emotions like capitalistic resources (Forster 5-6). Though En-
glishmen are not without emotion, Forster claims, they bury their feelings deep 
beneath a placid surface, one that only allows emotion to escape through the vent of 
art and literature. Otherwise, he determines, Englishmen are hypocritical, though 
not in a purposely duplicitous sense:

Do we mean unconscious deceit? Muddle-headedness? Of this I believe 
[the English] to be guilty. When an Englishman has been led into a course 
of wrong action, he has nearly always begun by muddling himself. A pub-
lic-school education does not make for mental clearness, and he possesses to 
a very high degree the power of confusing his own mind. (12) 

This “muddle-headedness” implicates the half-formed English in a perpetual, slow 
ethos of unaware wrongdoing. Hardly anyone directly acts to harm another; the 
righteous Englishman must go through dozens of hoops to do so whilst giving off 
the perfect image of public acceptability, of being “good people,” as Ford’s Dow-
ell might say, whilst secretly engaging in such moral wrongdoings as extramarital 
affairs, illicit monetary exchanges, and illusions of illness as his characters do (of 
course, what marks a “moral wrong” here is also conceived relative to the construct-
ed English markers of moral uprightness, such as spousal fidelity). The key that For-
ster establishes here, though, is the “unconscious” nature of this societally motivated 
muddling. Those who enact harm have deceived themselves into believing that they 
have not done so; they have been enticed by the public school system into a pattern 
of “confusing [their] own mind[s]” so completely that they truly believe what they 
have done is the right – and good – thing to do.
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Perhaps, then, it is not the narrator who states “It was the first time he had 
had anything to do.” Perhaps this is Philip, processing an understanding of himself 
beneath the placid pool of socially acceptable emotionality – the reader can peek 
under the water only because the narrator has temporarily invaded Philip’s mind. 
Perhaps Philip has muddled himself so much, entangled himself so deeply in the 
web of British rules, that he truly believes that he has never yet had anything to do. 
This is confirmed later in the novel when the focus shifts away from Philip’s sister 
Lilia and Gino, her Italian husband, after Lilia’s death in childbirth. 

At the beginning of Chapter 5, the narrator fills in some of Philip’s back-
ground for the reader. The narrator details Philip’s life philosophy, which, after Phil-
ip returns from what he initially believes is an earth-shattering trip to Italy, centers 
around the ultimate uselessness of action: “Nothing had happened either in Sawston 
[his hometown in England] or within himself…He concluded that nothing could 
happen, not knowing that human love and love of truth sometimes conquer where 
love of beauty fails” ( Forster 61-62). Though Philip’s possible evolution is alluded 
to at the end of this passage, these words underscore Philip’s conception of himself 
as a man of inaction, a “puppet” crafted to do as his Sawston environment, or its 
emblem, his mother, dictates (the narrator, possibly as Philip, describes this on page 
77). The joys of life and the magic of Italy are fleeting, and in their place, the status 
quos of societal life reaffirm themselves. Therefore, Philip concludes that “nothing 
could happen” and behaves for most of the novel as though any choices to act that 
he does make will not ultimately have any effect, as though these choices, too, will 
be nullified by time. Though Philip does have some conception of his own status as 
a puppet here, he has not quite become self-aware enough to unpack his own un-
conscious English hypocrisy: he is still going with the flow of life, enacting the mud-
dled mess without the understanding that he, too, is implicated within it. Instead, 
he prefers to see himself as outside of the muddle, a non-starter, a pawn. Whatever 
Philip does, he seems to believe, is not of his own accord.

Though Forster’s early Philip seems to embody English hypocrisy through 
his self-ascribed inaction, Ford’s Dowell, the narrator and character-author of The 
Good Soldier, almost never describes himself outright as inactive, preferring instead 
to allude to his own pawn-like status by describing how out of the loop he has 
been during the events of his own life and constantly negating his own knowledge. 
Perhaps the only instance at which he comes close to directly describing himself 
as inactive comes as he recounts the days after his wife Florence’s death from what 
he first assumes was a heart attack but is later told was suicide. Dowell, signifi-
cantly an American writing from an English country house, mixes up the order of 
conversations, placing replies to statements he makes before writing out the initial 
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statements themselves. Even when he does reveal the initial statements, namely the 
blunt recitation of “now I can marry the girl” (“the girl” is Nancy, the charge of 
“good people” Leonora and Edward Ashburnham, friends of the Dowells who have 
been concealing Edward’s affair with Florence for nine years), Dowell calls them 
“unconscious” : “It is as if one had a dual personality, the one I being entirely uncon-
scious of the other. I had thought nothing; I had said such an extraordinary thing” 
(Ford 75). An echo of Philip’s “nothing”-ness pops up here – just as Philip removes 
the responsibility of maintaining the English status quo from himself by nullifying 
all of his actions and displacing them onto the more powerful figures around him, 
Dowell removes responsibility from himself for his speedy turnover to Nancy from 
the just-dead Florence by claiming inaction, claiming that some unconscious self 
had taken control. 

Dowell later goes on to say that in the days after Florence’s death he “was in 
a state just simply cataleptic” (78). The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines “cata-
lepsy” as “a trancelike state marked by loss of voluntary motion in which the limbs 
remain in whatever position they are placed” (“Catalepsy”). Dowell again displaces 
his own agency and responsibility; this word choice evokes “a loss of voluntary mo-
tion,” a literal inability to act independently, a third party who controls “whatever 
position [he is] placed” in. Dowell configures himself as a puppet here, echoing 
Philip’s sense of self in Where Angels Fear to Tread. The words “just simply” here 
add a kind of English jauntiness and layer of dismissal to Dowell’s phrasing, further 
shunting aside his responsibility for his actions; Dowell claims that catalepsy made 
up his entire state, refusing to leave room for his own active agency.

How, though, do the stories these characters tell about themselves change 
over the course of their respective novels? Dowell, for one, slowly moves away from 
this cataleptic self-characterization. Though he consistently claims that he did not 
know what was happening around him as he unravels the tale of Florence and Ed-
ward’s affair and beyond, at the novel’s end, Dowell suddenly assigns himself an 
overwhelming number of contradicting characteristics. On page 164, for instance, 
he tells his constructed listener that he is “a reasonable sort of man” when it comes 
to accepting Leonora’s equally “reasonable” scheme to move Nancy as far away from 
Edward as possible, seemingly aligning himself with the placid, status quo-bound 
rules of English society laid out by Forster’s essay. Dowell now presents himself as 
twinned with the harmful muddle that Leonora has created. Just a few pages lat-
er, though, he aligns himself with an opposing ideology, the ideology of love and 
passion: “…I guess that I myself, in my fainter way, come into the category of the 
passionate, of the headstrong, and the too-truthful…I loved Edward Ashburnham 
– and…I love him because he was just myself ” (Ford 168). Here, Dowell claims 
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for himself the language of vigor, agency, and connection instead of the language of 
inactivity and removed responsibility. He assigns himself qualities rather than repel-
ling them, though he cannot seem to decide which set of qualities he would like to 
have. He grants himself an active self gained through love. This is framed as not just 
the love of another human being, not just the love of Edward or Nancy, but self-
love-- a self-love reflected through the valence of Edward, with whom Dowell has 
suddenly and bizarrely paired himself. Edward is a man of action, a “good soldier,” 
a man who could have been the perfect emblem of muddled English society if only 
he were not so “passionate.” Rather than associating himself with puppetry, Dow-
ell here transforms Ashburnham into a Dowell-puppet, subverting this homosocial 
love confession by turning it into an admission of self-admiration whilst simultane-
ously crafting an active self-image.

At the same time, almost in the same breath, Dowell includes an anecdote 
that undercuts his explicit words and exposes his continual choice not to act within 
the story of the novel, a choice that Dowell feels is obligatory. Dowell’s final narra-
tive act is to describe the lead-up to Ashburnham’s death, which he has alluded to 
throughout the novel. Though Dowell knows that Ashburnham is about to commit 
suicide-by-penknife, he does not intervene: “I didn’t think he was wanted in the 
world…I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to say, ‘God bless you,’ for I also am 
a sentimentalist. But I thought that perhaps that would not be quite English good 
form” (169). Dowell refuses to act. He refuses even to speak. He assigns himself 
another label, that of “sentimentalist,” and at the same time completely undermines 
it by stating that he did not say the words that would evoke such a quality for fear 
of disobeying “English good form.” “Good” here is aligned with the language of 
the “good soldier” and of the “good people” of the novel, people who embody the 
unconscious harm wrought by English muddle-headedness. Dowell here appears 
quite muddled, so muddled that he does not stop a man from harming himself 
in accordance with the English tradition this American has now appropriated. He 
recognizes that Ashburnham’s deviant, passionate, sentimental character does not 
fit into this tradition; henceforth, he claims to size up Ashburnham and declare 
him unwanted by the world. Perhaps, though, this “unwanted” is meant more in 
the sense of “unnecessary,” as if the niche occupied by Ashburnham is already full. 
The world doesn’t want for Ashburnham because it already has enough men like 
him. Who, though, fills this role other than Ashburnham? Perhaps Dowell here is 
configuring himself as such a man: by claiming that he “also [is] a sentimentalist,” 
Dowell crafts a version of himself that is Ashburnham’s double yet again. One must 
go, and since Dowell as the quasi-“good soldier” has subjected himself to the rules 
of English society and believes he should not intervene, it must be the one already 

What Can I Do



144 145

threatening to die. 
 Philip, too, arcs toward a similar nebulous sense of self-characterization 

throughout Where Angels Fear to Tread, eventually aligning himself with ideologies 
other than that of ultimate meaninglessness. He seems to abandon the idea that 
“nothing could happen” after he, like Dowell, refuses to act and is left with a body, 
in this case the corpse of his half-English, half-Italian nephew. Philip, though, ac-
cepts responsibility for the carnage wrought by his reluctance to let go of this Dow-
ell-like “English good form” and stop his sister Harriet from kidnapping the child 
(Ford 169). “It was his own fault,” the narrator-as-Philip says, “due to acknowledged 
weakness in his own character” (Forster 151). Philip, again like Dowell, assigns 
himself a character here. Unlike Dowell, though, Philip’s new self-conception as a 
flawed and willingly inactive human being results in action within the bounds of the 
story as it unfolds. By taking a measured inventory of his own actions and writing 
weaknesses into the story he tells himself about himself as that story is being shaped, 
Philip goes against one of Forster’s own tenets of the undeveloped English attitude 
outlined in his essay: he accepts criticism, even leveraging scrutiny upon himself 
(Forster 9). His actions serve as evidence that he no longer blindly subscribes to 
English ideology; he has been made aware of his own Englishness. 

In Philip’s mind, it is his quasi-religious conversion at the hands of Caroline 
Abbott and his newfound love for her that allow him to be self-critical. Just before 
the end of the novel, Philip believes he has actually done something for the first 
time. His big realization is that this something was his failure to act in and of it-
self: acting as a puppet, he now comprehends, is still acting. Before his conversion, 
Philip believes that actions or inactions done to maintain the status quo are not 
actions at all, but inconsequential nothings. Now, Philip sees that even the choice 
not to change is a choice. By the final chapter, he believes that his love confession 
for Caroline will be the ultimate change, the thing that will “conquer where love of 
beauty fails,” as his love for Caroline is not based on aesthetics, but on her “good-
ness and nobility” of character (161). This spiritually-grounded union between two 
disillusioned figures who believe that they are out of the muddle, Philip thinks, 
will be what allows him to maintain that otherworldly, anti-English society, Italian 
spirit that has permitted the pair to see around the muddle. But this surface-level, 
anti-English marriage plot is too much to hope for. Caroline confesses her aesthetic 
love for Gino. Beauty wins. Philip, again, acts through inaction; like Dowell, he 
cannot say the words he wants to say, and lets his love confession fade. Philip slips 
back into his conception of uselessness and ultimate nullification: “all the wonderful 
things had happened” (167). Nothing more can happen, nothing “wonderful” or 
revolutionary or joyful, nothing against the status quo.
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But this is, perhaps, the most Modern and anti-English status quo move 
that the novel makes. In his failure to enact the standard, masculine, heroic plot of 
winning over the affections of a feminine love interest, Philip is transformed into the 
figure of the modern hero as described by Irving Howe in the introduction to his 
book The Idea of the Modern: “The modern hero moves from the heroic deed to the 
heroism of consciousness, a heroism often available only in defeat...in consciousness 
he seeks those moral ends which the hero is traditionally said to have found through 
the deed” (Howe 36). Essentially, Howe asserts, the days of the mythic, active hero 
have gone. The only action to be found in the modern novel lies within the “con-
sciousness” of the hero himself, within his mental transformation. But what does 
Howe mean by “moral ends”? Perhaps these “moral ends” allude to the lesson at the 
end of the story, the takeaway usually invoked by myths meant to teach humans 
about life. If there are no outward, public deeds in the modern novel, then the only 
“moral ends” can be the lessons that the hero learns about himself – or, perhaps, the 
hero’s understanding of his own moral journey in contrast to the moral rules still ex-
tant in public thought. Philip is a hero only in that he now understands the muddle 
and sees it for what it is. All the change, all of the evolution in the novel has been 
wrought within Philip’s mind. It is not even Philip’s actions-through-inaction that 
make him a modern hero; it is his ultimate understanding of action-through-inac-
tion, his mental gymnastics, that cement his status as such. 

Is Dowell, though, a modern hero? Perhaps – his conception of self has cer-
tainly changed, after all, by the novel’s end, when he configures himself a passionate 
sentimental Edward Ashburnham-figure, and he certainly commits no heroic deeds. 
As Dr. David Rosenwasser mentions in his second freewrite on The Good Soldier, 
perhaps Dowell’s only act throughout the novel is the act of writing, the act of re-
cording and ordering as an artist (Rosenwasser 1). This ascension to novelist, then, is 
perhaps Dowell’s feat of heroism of consciousness, as through his art, he breaks past 
the placid lake of English feeling in the very manner that Forster describes in his 
essay (Forster 9). Even as Dowell fills and frosts over that same lake as he ascends to 
a self-ascribed adherence to “English good form” throughout the story of the novel, 
his art dips beneath the lake at the same time. As Dowell tells us of his inaction, he 
is acting, confessing, sharing what has been weighing on his mind for many months. 
As Dowell describes himself as “reasonable” and “passionate” within the span of a 
few pages, he is revealing his own hypocrisy by ordering his statements in such a 
way. He draws attention to his own inaction, forces us to become conscious of it; 
though he is unable to bring himself to plunge the pen directly beneath the lake, 
readers are able to identify these outright self-assessments as ludicrous. All are the 
machinations of Dowell’s inner Modernist hero who desires to express the changes 
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wrought within himself by tragedy through art, calling to mind the desire of nonfic-
tional Modernists to reckon with the tragic, violent happenings of the world around 
them (namely World War I) through their work.

Still, though Philip and Dowell might emerge at the ends of their novels as 
Modern hero-artists, what do the novels themselves make of such characters? Do 
the novels endorse the lessons that Philip and Dowell learn about themselves, and 
so what? What do these novels have to say about the way that Philip and Dowell 
rewrite their own life stories?

Both Philip and Dowell, in their own self-written narratives, view them-
selves as men formerly asleep who have been awakened by transformational events. 
Still, both also see their awakenings to the workings of society – for both, in their 
self-narration, expose the muddle of Englishness – as fundamentally useless. Philip 
ends the novel believing that all the wonderful things have happened. Dowell ends 
his novel where he started: taking care of a woman, Nancy, whom he claims to love 
but who does not love him back. Neither ultimately chooses to act to alter these 
circumstances. They both know that their inaction itself is a choice, an act, but 
neither try to change the society that they know has placed them where they are. It 
is almost as if, by the novels’ ends, Philip and Dowell agree to be posed by society, 
as the alternative of trying to pose themselves is too difficult, too futile…still, their 
eyes blink and scan, fully aware of their surroundings and their places within them. 
The novels themselves, though, do not agree with such self-conscious catatonia; they 
expose both men for thinking this way. Both novels provide a record of the men’s 
thoughts and evolutions. Though Dowell might not remember exactly what he has 
written from the beginning, though he might not be aware that he repeats motifs 
and phrases and contradicts himself, Dowell is not a person, and he is not the true 
author of The Good Soldier. The Good Soldier is a fictional novel, a site in which the 
narrator-character’s every choice is constructed. It is purposeful that he forgets. It 
is purposeful that he contradicts. In Where Angels Fear to Tread, though Philip de-
clares that all the wonderful things have happened, and that nothing has essentially 
changed, the reader can track Philip’s evolution, can go back to the beginning and 
see where the end is foreshadowed, can choose whether or not to believe him. Philip, 
too, is not a person. The novel itself does not necessarily say that “all the wonderful 
things had happened,” despite the fact that its central character does. Even if this 
line should not belong to Philip, even if it somehow belongs to the roaming nar-
rator, the novel slyly teaches us not to trust the narrator either. That philosophiz-
ing statement, “…human love and love of truth sometimes conquer where love of 
beauty fails,” is proven wrong by the fate of the characters in the novel when Philip’s 
spiritual love motivated by an unveiling of English truth is shot down by Caroline’s 
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desire for aesthetic beauty. The seemingly innocuous truisms of the narrator are 
carefully constructed to seem so, ultimately exposing the narrator as yet another site 
of muddled Englishness who is not to be blindingly listened to. The reader in this 
novel, like in The Good Soldier, cannot trust anything but the fact that the novels are 
careful constructions. 

In this way, both novels work against their prevailing characters’ conclusions 
that inaction is the ultimate fate of the world, and that all that can change is internal. 
By drawing the reader’s attention to the myriad moments in which change could 
have been wrought, in which Philip could have saved the baby, in which Dowell 
could have grabbed the penknife, the novels spark within readers the impetus for 
change – they are not only mimetic works, attempting to capture life, but are prag-
matic ones, attempting to change it. Against the grain of the male main characters, 
the reader comes away from Where Angels Fear to Tread asking why all wonderful 
things must cease; the reader comes away from The Good Soldier questioning the 
rightness of Dowell’s adherence to English good form, asserting, as seen in our class 
discussions, that Dowell most certainly does not have to be an inactive agent in the 
story he tells. 

These novels are Modern novels in a sense beyond their modern artist-heroes. 
They are Modern novels in that they desire to move beyond what was accepted in 
the past, establishing a pattern of literary engagement in a broader artistic discourse 
of altering the way that those who encounter with their work engage in society. They 
are Modern novels in that they, like Picasso’s Modern work Les Demoiselles D’Avi-
gnon, look at their readers with a silent, implicit plea not to listen to the blatant 
messages of frozen inaction and futility that their characters present (Picasso). They 
are novels of an England self-conscious about its own past, an England dealing with 
the percolation of colonialism and imperialism of its not-so-distant history and the 
violence of its not-so-distant future, an England in which inaction breeds placidity 
and the idea that keeping up appearances means that one can avoid dealing with the 
repercussions of chronic inhumanity. They bear witness to a time and place in which 
minds were beginning to question what makes “good people” and evaluate what had 
been – or had not been – done. Beyond the inward discoveries of the modern hero, 
these novels hold out hope for an outward change in public society. Their main male 
characters have failed in this and can only bear witness by confessing their repressed 
experiences through the only channel by which they can escape: the story. The read-
er – the listener at the fire, imbibing and questioning, awakened to hypocrisy – must 
ultimately be the one to act.
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