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Editors' Note
Welcome to the fourth edition of Muhlenberg College’s interdisciplinary journal, the 

Muhlenberg Academic Review (MAR). Despite the challenges of COVID-19 and the new modali-
ty of remote learning, our tireless editorial board has worked to display the insightful student work 
of Muhlenberg’s academic community. Our board consists of members of Sigma Tau Delta, Gamma 
Iota, Muhlenberg’s chapter of the intercollegiate English Honors society. As Co-Editors-in-Chief, we 
have worked alongside our Senior Editors, Hannah Betz and Jeremy Silverstein, our Layout Editors, 
Andrew Leahy and Morgan Bishop, our PR and Social Media Manager, Alana Noehrenberg, and our 
Fundraising Chairs and Editors-in-Chief of the Sigma Tau Delta Cookbook, Ashling Wahner and Caya 
Greenspan-Layman, to develop the 2021 edition. We would like to thank our faculty sponsor, Professor 
Linda Miller. In addition, we are grateful to Dr. Kathy Harring, President of the College, for all of her 
support.

Along with our editorial board, we have had numerous contributing editors and copy editors 
without whom this journal would not have been possible. Out of almost fifty submissions, we are proud 
to present twelve papers that exemplify the interdisciplinary nature of MAR and the liberal arts experi-
ence that Muhlenberg provides. These papers include, but are not limited to, disciplines such as public 
health, political science, film studies, and even biology. We are honored to have had the opportunity to 
read through all of the submissions, which highlight the insight and intellect of Muhlenberg students.

Given the interdisciplinary nature of this journal, the papers explore a wide range of topics 
that can be difficult to classify, yet they still reflect commonalities in interests across the Muhlenberg 
discourse community. Over half of the entries in this edition examine issues of social justice which have 
been particularly topical in the past few years. For example, in “I Don’t See Color” Amisha Datta ana-
lyzes the acquisition of power for white individuals through their visibility, contrary to the invisibility of 
marginalized people. In a similar exploration of marginalization, Auroni Hashim argues that the United 
States’ environmental policies constitute acts of institutionalized racism against communities of color in 
“Environmental Racism.” Additionally, Alice Banta’s “From Culture to Novelty” and Hailey McMichael’s 
“The History and the Future of Hip Hop Dance” investigate cultural appropriation in their respective 
disciplines of music and dance. On the other hand, some papers enclosed within stand out as singular 
from the rest, like Renee Heller’s “Using macroinvertebrates…” which explores her fieldwork in Ecuador 
using macroinvertebrates as an indicator for water quality in the Rio Anzu region. Rachel Weisenthal 
closes the journal out with “Sincerity and Authenticity in Philip Roth’s American Pastoral,” as she inves-
tigates Roth’s portrayal of the self and analyzes the many ways of constructing identity, bringing together 
the spirit of this year’s collection.

Thank you for your continued interest and support; we hope that you enjoy this 2021 edition 
of the Muhlenberg Academic Review!

Cheers,
Alex Franchino 
Owen Mendes
Co-Editors-in-Chief of the Muhlenberg Academic Review



Abstract:

I Don’t See Color:
Blindness and White Privilege in A Quiet Place

In this paper I argue that the gazeless monsters in A Quiet Place 
cannot perceive race, resulting in a color blind world in which 
whiteness has lost its power. Using bell hooks’ “oppositional gaze,” 
I analyze this loss of power, exploring how white privilege must 
exist to then be lost in order to terrify the white viewers. I con-
textualize the ways in which whiteness defines itself against other 
racial and/or ethnic identities, building itself in the negative and 
remaining “unmarked.” This is expanded upon to show how the 
power of whiteness is inextricably connected to voice. The role 
of silence in the film works to colonize US racial and/or ethnic 
minority experiences of voicelessness, providing a unique kind of 
“ruptured” viewing experience for the “non-white” viewer. Using 
Carol Clover’s “Final Girl” archetype, I examine the roles of gen-
der and disability in A Quiet Place to reveal that the women in 
the film are victims of both the filmmaker’s sadistic tendencies 
and the male gaze’s sadomasochistic fascination with female pain. 
This archetype applies to the monsters as well, in considering their 
placement outside of the gender binary as an attempt to ensure the 
audience does not identify with them. Additionally, I break down 
the ways in which Krasinski’s white male privilege has blinded him 
to the message of his own film, concluding that A Quiet Place is 
a prime example of the white horror subset of the horror genre, 
forcing white spectators to ask themselves what would happen if 
one day they woke up voiceless and invisible.

Chicago Style
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John Krasinski’s 2018 science fiction/horror film A Quiet Place follows the 
Abbott family in a post-apocalyptic imagining of the near future in which virtually 
indestructible, blind alien monsters with highly sensitive hearing attack anything 
that makes a sound. The Abbott family, which at the beginning of the film includes 
mother Evelyn, father Lee, daughter Regan, and two sons Marcus and Beau, utilize 
sign language to communicate and have all but perfected their survival plans and 
daily routines. After the tragic death of their youngest son, Beau, in the opening 
scene of the film, the story jumps forward two years, from 2018 to 2020, revealing 
that Evelyn is pregnant again and showcasing the tense preparations being made 
to ensure that both mother and baby will be safe. The film ends tragically with Lee 
sacrificing himself to save his family, and Evelyn and Regan learning how to defeat 
the monsters using a frequency from Regan’s new hearing aid and a shotgun.  

It seems like an utterly terrifying reality: a silent world, never being able to 
speak, never feeling safe to move freely, and being a parent and not knowing what 
will happen to your children. If they leave the house, will they return? If they make 
one wrong move, will they survive? Will their lives be over before they truly even 
begin? If that sounds familiar, it might be because A Quiet Place is not the only place 
where a reality like that exists. In fact, those are real fears for so many racial and/or 
ethnic minorities in the United States of America today. So, who, then, fears this 
loss of voice? Who is threatened by a monster that cannot see them? What kind of 
privilege must exist, to then be lost, in order for A Quiet Place to resonate? 

While A Quiet Place has been read as a white family fighting a group of dark 
others,1 a love letter to the Second Amendment, republican resistance of political 
correctness, and even a Christian anti-abortion argument,2 I would argue that the 
film is actually a tale of whiteness becoming invisible and losing its power. “Who are 
we, if we can’t protect them?”3 Evelyn whispers to Lee, talking about their children, 
but beneath that she is also desperately wondering who they are if they are not 
perceived as white. Richard Dyer tells us that the invisibility of whiteness is part of 
what gives it its power — white has become unquestionably the default in today’s 
society, especially in movies, it has “‘[colonized] the definition of normal.’”4 Motion 
pictures that star white people are “not about white people” as a whole, rather they 
are about other more specific things like “English middle class people” or “Ital-
ian-American people,” whereas those that star Black people are instantly branded 
as Black movies, “about Black people” as a whole, before they are about upper class 

1 “The Silently Regressive Politics of ‘A Quiet Place.’” The New Yorker, The New Yorker, 10 Apr. 
2018. 
2 “The Quiet Politics of A Quiet Place, Explained.” The Take, The Take, 24 June 2020. 
3 A Quiet Place directed by John Krasinski (2018; Hollywood, CA).
4 Richard Dyer, “White,” The Matter of Images: Essays on Representations, (1993): 46, 45.

businesswomen or Nigerian-American children of immigrants.5 
While I agree that whiteness has maintained much of its power in our society 

by being unacknowledged, I would argue that it does not always do this by being 
invisible, rather by being hypervisible yet unmarked. If whiteness is not constantly 
being seen and heard, if we are not constantly bombarded by it, it loses something. 
White people are not living immensely privileged lives because they have no color, 
they are living privileged lives because their color is white and it is seen as such. 
Ironically, it is the blindness of the monsters in A Quiet Place that marks the Abbott 
family’s whiteness as whiteness, it gives them something to acknowledge they have 
lost: they are terrified because they have suddenly become invisible. This invisibility 
is what renders them powerless, leaving them with nothing but shotguns and John 
Krasinski’s minstrel-like exaggerated facial expressions. 

Within entertainment whiteness is all powerful; it is everywhere and no-
where. So how are we meant to see it and acknowledge it? Dyer has a way to think 
about this: he encourages us to ask ourselves if we can picture the role of a film’s 
main character as a Black man.6 Applying this directly to A Quiet Place, can we pic-
ture Lee Abbott as a Black man? A South Asian? A Latino? The answer here being, 
of course, no. Dyer remarks that if the casting of white characters with actors of 
different races is unimaginable then that is a way of seeing and beginning to unpack 
the meaning of whiteness on the screen7 — which is exactly what I aim to do.

The phrases “people of color” and “non-white” are two examples of the ways 
in which whiteness seeks to define itself. Within those two incredibly large umbrella 
terms are hundreds, if not thousands, of named and unique identities — none of 
which rely on whiteness to define them in any way, shape, or form. What remains 
unnamed is, in fact, whiteness. In a country that is run by whiteness, it is paradoxi-
cal that “reference to that which is not white”8 is what gives whiteness its substance. 
Just as Tania Modleski describes the male tendency to describe women as “not-male” 
and build their identities against that,9 whiteness creates itself against other racial 
and ethnic identities; that is, it builds itself in the negative. So, how then, does A 
Quiet Place deal with the terror of losing whiteness when there are no “people of 
color” around to help? By colonizing their life experiences. 

Peggy Phelan notes that “there is real power in remaining unmarked,”10 and 

5 Ibid., 46.
6 Dyer, “White,” 47.
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid.
9 Tania Modleski, “On the Existence of Women: A Brief History of the Relations Between Women's 
Studies and Film Studies,” Women's Studies Quarterly 30, no. 1/2 (2002): 23.
10 Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (New York: Routledge, 1993), 6.
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I believe this power characterizes whiteness, especially as it marks other racial and/
or ethnic identities. When stripped down to its bare essentials, A Quiet Place is a 
film that perfectly captures what it is like to be a racial and/or ethnic minority in the 
United States. Scared? Check. Nearly voiceless? Check. Constantly on the lookout 
for danger and forced to create contingency plan after contingency plan to survive? 
Check. If it was not a film with an all white cast, I would be tempted to call A Quiet 
Place an authentic representation of my life experience as a South Asian woman in 
the United States. In fact, I truly believe that the only reason the Abbott family was 
able to survive the silent apocalypse at all is because of their marginalized daughter. 
Regan’s deafness is the only reason they know how to use sign language, which is 
arguably why they know how to be quiet at all. 

The connection between whiteness and voice is paramount when it comes 
to unmarked visibility. The moment when the monster emerges from the water less 
than three feet from Evelyn and her newborn is an excellent example of losing this 
power. The monster cannot see her whiteness, and with anyone or anything else she 
would vocalize it: “Can I speak to the manager?” “I’m calling the police!” However, 
in the world of A Quiet Place this is impossible, and white privilege’s inextricable 
connection to sound, speech, voice, volume, is unreliable. Phelan points out that 
ultimately “visibility is a trap” and it “summons surveillance...the law...voyeurism, 
fetishism, and the colonial/imperial appetite for possession.”11 She is discussing vis-
ibility as a flawed political goal for racial, ethnic, and other minorities, reminding 
them that visual representation has “serious limitations.”12 I am interested in apply-
ing this critique of visibility to whiteness in A Quiet Place. If being visible can trap 
racial and/or ethnic minorities, does being invisible trap white people? It would 
seem that for the Abbotts, visibility is actually what traps them in a racial and/or 
ethnic minority experience. I posit that it is this visibility that traps them because it 
is only after their whiteness is visible and acknowledged as such that the film is able 
to render them invisible.

The posters for A Quiet Place read “if they hear you, they hunt you”13 and I 
cannot think of a better way to summarize the loss of voice that the Abbotts experi-
ence. This is also a wonderful example of how the film whitewashes the racial and/
or ethnic minority experience in the United States and exposes the deep, hidden 
fear that many white people in today’s political climate have about becoming the 
minority in this country. “If they hear you, they hunt you”14 is an excellent sum-

11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
13 Krasinski, A Quiet Place.
14 Ibid.

mary of how I was taught to be extra polite in airports, how young Black men are 
taught to handle encounters with the police, and how immigrants of all kinds in 
this country are reminded to keep their heads down and their mouths shut. There is 
no better way to scare a target audience of white people than to show them a world 
where those lessons are things they have to learn and pass along to their children. 
In a world where the monsters do not see color, they do not see whiteness either. 

When it comes to the question of gaze in A Quiet Place there are lots of 
things to consider. Laura Mulvey’s “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” breaks 
down the various gazes of film into three things: “that of the camera as it records 
the pro-filmic event, that of the audience as it watches the final product, and that of 
the characters at each other within the screen illusion.”15 This is expanded upon by 
bell hooks in “The Oppositional Gaze” as she discusses Black women’s relationship 
to cinematic spectatorship. hooks’ “oppositional gaze” is intersectional.16 She notes 
the masochism Black women must endure on multiple levels, due to both their race 
and gender, explaining how in order to enjoy themselves at the movies at all, many 
Black women stated that “they had to forget racism” and other systems of oppres-
sion that impact their intersectional identities.17 “There is power in looking,” hooks 
states, referring to the ways Black women’s gazes have been historically policed.18 
The oppositional gaze provides an alternative to the masochistic experience of for-
getting oneself to watch mainstream movies, and presents an opportunity to think 
critically about and unpack the material on the screen instead. Not only is there 
power in looking with an oppositional gaze, often there is pleasure as well. Pleasure 
in dissecting the images on the screen, pleasure in seeing the messages inadvertently 
hidden within them. 

This can be especially applied to horror films, such as A Quiet Place, that are 
filled with what Manthia Diawara calls “moments of rupture”19 that cause the ra-
cially and/or ethnically marginalized viewer to disidentify20 from the screen. Often, 

15 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” in Visual and Other Pleasures, (Blooming-
ton and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1989), 25.
16 Kimberlé Crenshaw uses the word “intersectionality” in “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, 
Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color” “to denote the various ways in which race and 
gender” along with socioeconomic status, religion, and other facets of identity “interact to shape the 
multiple dimensions” of Black women’s life experiences (Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: 
Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 
6 (1991): 1244).
17 bell hooks, “Chapter 7: The Oppositional Gaze - Black Female Spectators,” Black Looks: Race and 
Representation, Boston: South End Press (1992): 120.
18 Ibid., 115.
19 Ibid., 117.
20 José Esteban Muñoz uses “disidentification,” in “Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the 
Performance of Politics,” to describe “the survival strategies the minority subject practices in order to 
negotiate a phobic majoritarian public sphere that continuously elides or punishes the existence of sub-
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with horror films in particular, there is a very distinct kind of rupture that I like to 
refer to as the Only a White Person phenomenon. This is when a spectator “resists 
‘complete identification with the film’s discourse’”21 because the plot of the film sud-
denly, or entirely, relies on a character’s white privilege to make sense: for example, 
moments where someone does not notice they are being followed, when they feel 
safe to stop for help in a creepy rural town, or when they follow a strange noise into 
the darkness without a second thought. Anecdotal evidence suggests that I am not 
the only brown woman who feels this way when watching horror films. Many of the 
avid horror film viewers that I know agree that only someone who feels safe in their 
day-to-day life does not notice things like that, and these moments of rupture often 
begin with a scoff and an “only a white person could do/would do/does that.” In-
terestingly, A Quiet Place complicates my thoughts on this type of rupture, because 
the film does not completely rely on whiteness to move the plot forward; instead, 
it relies on stolen marginalized experiences of US racial and/or ethnic minorities to 
do so. While in a typical horror movie this type of rupture occurs when the “non-
white” spectator realizes that the experiences on screen could never be their own, the 
rupture in this film occurs when the spectator looks at the screen and realizes that is 
their experience, it is just not being portrayed by someone that actually knows what 
that reality feels like.

The only way such a reality exists in A Quiet Place is because the idea of cin-
ematic gazes is complicated when the monsters are blind. What happens when the 
horrifying villain that chases the main characters cannot actually see them? While 
A Quiet Place’s director and star John Krasinski maintains that the film is apolitical, 
and simply a love letter to his children,22 it seems to me that the film is the perfect ex-
ample of color blindness in action. In “Color-Blindness Is Counterproductive” Adia 
Harvey Wingfield explains that color blindness refers to the (often white) claim to 
not see color, meaning race.23 It is a misguided approach that purports racial equali-
ty and in reality shelters ignorance and allows privileged people “to avert their eyes” 
from the widespread racism that is rampant in today’s society.24 The very people who 
call for this approach forget that the same way I am brown, they are white, which 
is a color too. A Quiet Place unintentionally exposes this truth by creating a world 
that is literally color blind through the monsters’ lack of vision. When everyone who 

jects who do not conform to the phantasm of normative citizenship” (José Esteban Muñoz, “Disidenti-
fications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics,” In Cultural Studies of the Americas, Volume 
2, (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 4).
21 hooks, “Chapter 7: The Oppositional Gaze - Black Female Spectators,” 117.
22 McCullough, et al. “The Quiet Politics of A Quiet Place, Explained.”
23 “Color-Blindness Is Counterproductive.” The Atlantic, Atlantic Media Company, 13 Sep. 2015.
24 Wingfield, “Color-Blindness Is Counterproductive.”

makes a sound is hunted, some semblance of an equal playing field appears. Despite 
the common gaslighting that occurs when marginalized communities are told racial 
equality has already been achieved, the blind monsters in A Quiet Place ensure that 
the Abbotts are no safer than anyone else despite their appearance as the ideal white 
American family. 

It is with this loss of visible whiteness that the film becomes truly scary for 
a white audience. As the white spectator watches the Abbotts navigate silence and 
constant fear, in a way minority spectators are all too familiar with, the anxiety of 
losing the white majority status in the United States is exacerbated. While huge, 
murderous alien monsters are scary for everybody, I would argue that the film is 
especially impactful for people that have never had to have contingency plans. Not 
necessarily contingency plans for the apocalypse, but plans for unrest, danger, and 
for sliding under the radar as much as possible. It takes an oppositional gaze to 
realize that Krasinski’s love letter to his children is also an allegory for losing white 
privilege. This is because the oppositional gaze is antithetical to the color blind one: 
where the former calls for looking, analyzing, and deconstructing, the latter calls for 
ignorance.

Speaking of ignorance, I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the white-
ness behind the camera of A Quiet Place as well. The film was written, directed, and 
produced by white people and it only starred white people. That is, perhaps, how 
they made a film entirely about losing white privilege and the fear of becoming a mi-
nority in the United States of America without even realizing it. Krasinski’s dismissal 
of any political or racial message in A Quiet Place as a “regressive” or “conservative” 
reading of the film25 displays his immense privilege. Phelan notes that represen-
tation “always conveys more than it intends” and that “it is never totalizing.”26 It 
would be wise for Krasinski to note that “the ‘excess’ meaning conveyed by represen-
tation creates a supplement that makes multiple and resistant readings possible”27 in 
A Quiet Place. The only world in which white silence, violence, and mortal danger 
are apolitical is a white man’s world.  

The oppositional gaze can see the whiteness of A Quiet Place through the 
monsters’ blindness and the maleness of A Quiet Place through the violence against 
the women in the film. Though we witness three deaths in the film — Beau’s death, 
the suicide of an old man in woods, and Lee’s Christ-like sacrifice at the end of the 
film28 — the only true pain experienced is endured by the women. Collectively, 

25 McCullough, et al. “The Quiet Politics of A Quiet Place, Explained.”
26 Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, 2.
27 Ibid.
28 McCullough, et al. “The Quiet Politics of A Quiet Place, Explained.”
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Evelyn and Regan are impaled, emotionally traumatized, forced to hold in screams 
while giving birth, suffocated, and nearly paralyzed by feedback from a hearing aid. 
Additionally, the only massacred body actually put on display in the film is that of 
an old woman in the woods. It is safe to say that the women in A Quiet Place, as 
with most horror films, are victims of both the filmmaker’s sadistic tendencies and 
the male gaze’s sadomasochistic fascination with female pain.29

In Carol Clover’s groundbreaking essay “Her Body, Himself: Gender in the 
Slasher Film” she coins the term “Final Girl.” According to Clover the “Final Girl” 
is “boyish...not fully feminine” and is distinguished from her friends by her intel-
ligence, formidable skills, and overall competency.30 She is the survivor who out-
lives her friends and turns the tables on the killer. While A Quiet Place may not be 
considered a slasher film, I would argue that both Evelyn and Regan are Final Girls 
in their own ways. Evelyn’s gender role sublimation may not be as obvious as a pro-
totypical Final Girl’s, but the phallic power she acquires through her late husband’s 
shotgun cannot be ignored. Similarly, Regan’s deafness functions as her distinguish-
ing feature from the rest of her family and her extremely short hair can be seen as her 
character not complying to traditional Hollywood gender appearances, a key factor 
in her being a Final Girl. Of course, as the Final Girl is an outsider, so is the killer: 
“she is not fully feminine” and he “is not fully masculine;” neither of them conform 
to the traditional gender roles they are assigned.31 This is not entirely the case in A 
Quiet Place, because rather than being a bit of two genders, the monsters are gender-
less; however their lack of gender is twisted to contribute to their lack of humanness 
which I believe serves another purpose: to maintain whiteness’ unmarked visibility 
and power, and to avoid discussing race.

The gender binary is a product of colonization, demanding that in order to 
be deemed as civilized and socially acceptable one must be either male or female. 
To be both or neither is simply not an option by colonial standards. By creating 
genderless multilegged monsters that are not anthropomorphized or personified in 
the film at all, A Quiet Place is able to avoid encouraging the spectator to have any 
sympathy for them. Where other movies may reveal the monster is actually just a 
mother trying to protect her young, or a friendly creature that has been injured and 
does not intend to hurt anyone, the monsters in A Quiet Place garner zero sympathy 
or desired identification from the audience. This tactic of impersonal monsters is 
pushed to the extreme when the spectator realizes that their blindness is not due 

29 Linda Williams, “Film Bodies: Gender, Genre, and Excess,” Film Quarterly 44, no. 4 (1991): 9.
30 Carol Clover, “Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film,” Representations, no. 20 (1987): 
204.
31 Ibid.

to a disability of any kind, rather, that they have no face at all — excluding a dis-
turbingly large set of teeth. Instead, these monsters are coated with some kind of 
impenetrable armor that is completely bulletproof. The only way their tender, vul-
nerable flesh beneath can be exposed is when Regan tortures herself by exploiting 
the high-pitched feedback in her hearing aid that overwhelms the highly sensitive 
monsters’ oversized ears.

Furthermore, by making the faceless monsters more animal than anything 
else, the film attempts to avoid any King Kong-esque racial debates about the 
darkness or otherness of the monsters. It is as though the film believed that if the 
monsters did not have any facial features or visible flesh then they could not be in-
terpreted as racialized or political in any way. This is ultimately proved unsuccessful 
by audience and critic responses. The New Yorker’s Richard Brody considered A 
Quiet Place to be about white people defending themselves from “a bunch of big, 
dark, stealthy, predatory creatures,” calling the film “conspicuously regressive” and 
“the antithesis of [Jordan Peele’s] Get Out.”32 While I disagree that the film is regres-
sive, because I believe that it quite perfectly displays the negatives of a completely 
color blind society, I must say that I find Krasinski’s insistence that the film is apo-
litical 33 to be very regressive. 

Additionally, the fetishized gaze of the camera cannot be ignored. Laura 
Mulvey discusses the male gaze and notes that because women are the image and 
men are “the bearer of the look,” “the male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female 
figure, which is styled accordingly.”34 The abundance of bare feet, particularly Eve-
lyn’s bare feet, in the film are a prime example. While on the surface the constant re-
minder of the Abbott family’s lack of footwear works to show the lengths they must 
go to remain silent, they also become a vessel for the pain of women and a tool to 
fetishize them. Evelyn’s foot is impaled with a rusty, old nail from a floorboard while 
she is in labor. The close-up shot that follows of her shakily removing her bloody 
foot from the nail is one of the most openly gruesome and Freudian moments in 
the entirety of the film. The injury causes her to limp around the home, bleeding, 
as she struggles to signal her family and escape a monster that has made its way into 
the house. 

When she finally makes her way up two flights of stairs into a bathtub she 
is silently sobbing in pain, bleeding from her foot and her vagina, and gripping her 
genitals in the hopes of keeping her baby inside her until it is safe to give birth. She, 
through sheer strength and willpower, is able to keep silent until her husband and 

32 Brody, “The Silently Regressive Politics of ‘A Quiet Place.’”
33 McCullough, et al. “The Quiet Politics of A Quiet Place, Explained.”
34 Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” 19.

Amisha Datta I Don't See Color



10 11

son set off fireworks to draw the monster’s attention off of her. Though it is Evelyn 
that gives birth alone, Lee becomes the hero of the story, carrying his incredibly 
phallic shotgun and his wife and newborn child from their home to their sound-
proofed bunker. Lee is the man with the plan who rallies his son into helping him 
save the day, Regan is absent from this climactic moment entirely, and Evelyn’s 
strength is largely passed over. Krasinski’s Lee is the embodiment of the “active male 
figure”35 who the traditional spectator is meant to identify with. The “active male 
figure” refers to Laura Mulvey’s thoughts on the ways in which “pleasure in looking 
has been split between active/male and passive/female” due to the “sexual imbal-
ance” that orders our world.36 By naming this dichotomy, we are able to understand 
why, despite Evelyn and Regan’s roles as the Final Girls of A Quiet Place, it is Lee the 
spectator is meant to idolize. 

Intersectionality means that even though white women are not oppressed 
by racism, they are still marginalized because of sexism. The misogyny of A Quiet 
Place is not erased by the existence of two Final Girls, rather it is emphasized. Un-
surprisingly, as it always is with a Final Girl, both Evelyn and Regan must gain some 
kind of phallic power in order to turn the tables on the monsters. With Evelyn this 
is Lee’s shotgun, which is given the honor of the final scene: Evelyn cocks the gun 
and readies herself to become the killer rather than the victim of the monsters. With 
Regan, it seems her power comes from putting together the puzzle pieces that her 
father never could. He lays the foundation for the end of the film, it is his research 
that inspires her to make use of the monsters’ weakness she has discovered, and it is 
because of Lee’s determined engineering that she even has a hearing aid in the first 
place. Despite the fact that the women solve the problem, fight off the monsters, 
and quite literally save the day, all the credit is attributed to Lee. A Quiet Place shows 
us that even a color blind world is still a sexed one, and sexism is crucial to the film’s 
success in creating a physical reaction in the spectator in response to the bodily harm 
Evelyn and Regan endure.

As Linda Williams explains, the goal of horror as a “‘body’ genre,” meaning 
films that portray “the spectacle of a body caught in the grip of intense sensation or 
emotion” and provide some form of “ecstasy” or “pathos” to the spectator, is to use 
“violence and terror” to cause some kind of physical reaction in the viewer.37 This 
bodily reaction might be a jump, a scream, or even something as simple as a chill 
running down the spine. Typically, it is genres that are considered “lowest in cultural 

35 Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” 20.
36 Ibid., 20, 19.
37 Williams, “Film Bodies: Gender, Genre, and Excess,” 4.

esteem”38 that are referred to as body genres — pornography, horror, and melo-
drama being the best examples. This is because the goal of pornography is causing 
orgasm, the goal of horror is causing some kind of a physical manifestation of fear, 
and the goal of melodrama is causing tears. None of those objectives are considered 
highly intellectual or artistic enough to provoke any sort of analysis or deep thought. 
Modern horror films like A Quiet Place have done their best to begin to move away 
from such a label, working hard to produce thought- provoking plots that do not 
follow the formulas noted by Clover, Williams, and other film scholars. 

It is seen as a progressive goal to create films that are as, if not more, intellec-
tually stimulating as they are horrifying and physically gripping. Bringing an oppo-
sitional gaze to A Quiet Place, we can see that the film preys on multiple deep-seated 
fears within its target white audience and falls under a subset of the horror body 
genre that is specifically operating to cause a physical reaction in the white spec-
tators that watch it. Upon realizing that the characters of the film are essentially 
powerless against their monstrous foes, the white spectator is paralyzed. Invisibility 
and muteness are the spine-chilling elements of the film that settle over the white 
audience like a fog — generating thoughts about losing power that they have never 
had to confront before.

A Quiet Place works on multiple levels to explore a world that does not see 
color. From the ignorance behind the camera to the horror on the screen, the film 
speaks volumes, figuratively, of course. The film proves that whiteness in our society 
is not invisible at all and shows the spectators what true invisibility actually involves. 
It also exposes the ways that whiteness is expressed and maintains its power outside 
of hypervisibility: through voice. It is an excellent example of the racial and/or eth-
nic minority experience in the United States and it begs the question, “is this what 
you really want?” to the people who call for color blindness and claim that racism 
no longer exists. If being a minority is not a difficult, often scary, and exhausting 
experience then why is A Quiet Place so terrifying? 

This film is the ultimate treat for anyone who employs an oppositional gaze. 
The number of resistant readings that are possible is infinite and the filmmaker’s 
ignorance of that is so incredibly telling. A Quiet Place reveals things about the 
people who made it as much as it does the white spectators who fear it. While being 
a parable about losing white privilege it also the perfect example of it, in which the 
white people in front of and behind the camera are too privileged to even see what 
they have created. 

At the beginning of this essay, I posed the questions, “So who, then, fears 

38 Ibid., 3.
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this loss of voice? Who is threatened by a monster that cannot see them? What kind 
of privilege must exist, to then be lost, in order for A Quiet Place to resonate?” It is 
clear that the answer to these questions are white people, white people, and white 
privilege. If visibility invites “surveillance...the law...voyeurism, fetishism, and the 
colonial/imperial appetite for possession,”39 then it is those who have not learned 
strategies for being invisible who are in the most danger. If the silent apocalypse ever 
did befall us, the chances of the real-life heroes of A Quiet Place being white are quite 
slim, which is part of the reason why I believe it is such a terrifying film for white 
spectators. For marginalized spectators, like myself, who are not the target audience 
the film is still entertaining, I found it almost humorous to watch a white American 
family grapple with silence and, especially watching the film after the most recent 
presidential election, I related to the fear of being unsafe in my own home. 

The way A Quiet Place used blindness to whitewash marginalized experienc-
es is indicative of the lengths our country and society still must go to reach some 
semblance of racial justice and equity. The film showed us a world that does not 
see color and in doing so accidentally acknowledged that white, too, is a color. De-
spite Krasinski’s insistence that A Quiet Place has no political message, I believe that 
an oppositional reading reveals that, apart from planting seeds about losing white 
privilege that terrifies white viewers, the film comments on the power of voice and 
its relationship to the power of whiteness. Underneath the white spectator’s fear of 
losing their power to vocalize their thoughts safely at relatively any moment, the 
film reveals that whiteness is not ocularcentric: it is enacted and maintained through 
every sense.

A Quiet Place serves as one of the best film examples I have seen that shows 
that whiteness in our society is not invisible. Without the reality of hypervisible, 
albeit unmarked, whiteness, the terrifying quality of this film would not exist. With-
out any effort on its part, the film disavows color blindness and exposes the fragility 
of white cultural dominance in the United States. A Quiet Place is a place where 
white people cannot speak, and it is a world that truly does not acknowledge the ex-
istence of whiteness. The US American cultural attitude that acts like whiteness does 
not exist time and time again exposes its awareness of it. This film is a prime example 
of white horror that, thanks to the unique circumstances that created truly gazeless 
monsters, triggers fear in the hegemonic hearts of white spectators and forces them 
to think about what would happen if one day they woke up voiceless and invisible.

39 Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, 6.
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Abstract:

It is important to document water quality in order to establish a baseline 
and measure changes that may occur due to anthropogenic effects, in an 
effort to reduce negative impacts. Especially in developing nations, it is 
crucial to maintain healthy waterways and access to freshwater. In the Rio 
Anzu region, containing a high and particular biodiversity, it is a priority 
to have baseline studies to monitor the changes that imminent expansions 
of the petroleum industry may cause, as there are currently plans to start 
the phases of petroleum exploration and exploitation. This study analyzed 
macroinvertebrates as bioindicators to measure water quality of five rivers 
in the Rio Anzu region. River sampling yielded high biodiversity, as 615 
total individuals were collected and identified to 14 different orders and 
42 different families. The Ephemeroptera Plecoptera Trichoptera (EPT) 
Richness index calculated that the majority of sites had regular to good 
water quality according to the percentage of sensitive taxa present. Ac-
cording to the Biological Monitoring Working Party Score for Colombia 
(BMWP/Col), four out of five river sites were class I, good quality rivers 
signifying “very clean or clean waters,” while the fifth was class II, “lightly 
contaminated” waters. The BMWP/Col scores ranged from 94 to 154. 
The Average Score Per Taxon (ASPT) was very similar for each site, rang-
ing from 7.10 to 7.37. This indicates that rivers in the Rio Anzu region 
have very little contamination and should be protected from negative an-
thropogenic impact.
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Resumen:
Los macroinvertebrados acuáticos se utilizan comúnmente como bioindicadores 
para medir la calidad del agua. La importancia de evaluar y documentar la calidad 
del agua radica en que posibilita establecer una línea de base y medir los cambios 
que pueden ocurrir debido a efectos antropogénicos, en un esfuerzo para reducir 
estos impactos negativos. Especialmente en las naciones en desarrollo, es crucial 
mantener vías fluviales saludables y acceso a aguas dulces. En la región de Río Anzu, 
alberga una gran y particular diversidad biológica, debido a los planes para iniciar de 
las fases de exploración y explotación petrolera, es prioritario contar con estudios de 
línea base que nos permitan monitorear los cambios que la inminente expansión de 
la industria hidrocarburífera pueda causar.Este estudio analizó los macroinvertebra-
dos como bioindicadores para medir la calidad del agua de cinco ríos en la región de 
Río Anzu. El muestreo de ríos registró una alta biodiversidad. 615 individuos fueron 
colectados e identificados, estos corresponden a 14 órdenes y 42 familias. El índice 
de riqueza del Ephemeroptera Plecoptera Trichoptera (EPT) calculó que la mayoría 
de los ríos tenían una buena calidad del agua de forma regular según el porcentaje 
de taxones sensibles presentes. Según el Biological Monitoring Working Party Score 
for Colombia (BMWP/Col), cuatro de los cinco ríos son de clase I, ríos de buena 
calidad que significa "aguas muy limpias o limpias,” y el cuarto río fue de clase II, 
calidad aceptable. Las puntuaciones del BMWP/Col abarcan entre 94 y 154. La 
ASPT presenta resultados muy similares para cada sitio, y abarcan entre 7.10 a 7.37 
en la escala. Esto indica que los ríos de la región de Río Anzu tienen muy poca 
contaminación y deben estar protegidos contra el impacto antropogénico negativo.
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Introduction
Especially in developing nations, maintaining the health of waterways and 

access to freshwater is crucial. This study takes place in the area surrounding Rio 
Anzu, located in the eastern Rio Pastaza valley of Ecuador (figure 1). The immediate 
towns of Mera and Puyo, surrounding rural agriculture zones, and extensive unde-
veloped habitat and protected areas - Ecominga Anzu Reserva and Sumak Kawsay 
In Situ - are directly affected. Due to extreme amounts of rainfall shown in figure 1, 
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runoff into the Amazon basin further compounds the potential negative effects of 
contaminated water. The region is considered an ecotone, or an area between ecosys-
tems (Holland, 1988). Situated between the lower part of the cloud forest ecosystem 
found on the eastern side of the Oriental Andes and the upper reaches of the west-
ern Amazon ecosystem, it is an area of transitional overlap where organisms from 
both ecosystems are able to survive, increasing species interactions and biodiversity. 
Historically, this region has experienced events that have facilitated species richness 
and diversity, acting as a stable refuge from droughts in the Amazon during the 
Pleistocene (van de Hammen & Absy, 1994; Salo, 1987) and experiencing marine 
inundations during the Cretaceous period (Brookfield, Hemmings & Van Straat-
en, 2009). These floods left behind deposits rich in calcium carbonate and marine 
fossils which created limestone (Brookfield, Hemmings & Van Straaten, 2009). 
This dominance of limestone substrate created a karstic region, characterized by 
the dissolution of highly soluble bedrock. The dissolution produced nutrient-rich 
water and distinctive underground caverns and tunnels containing groundwater, 
further boosting biodiversity (Clements et al., 2006). This phenomenon has created 
unique habitats within a province already full of diversity, demonstrated by many 
rare species, including over 50 endemic plant species (Sumak Kawsay In Situ, 2019; 
Ecominga – Anzu, 2019). 

Fig. 1: Annual rainfall in Ecuador (mm), Rio Anzu region is indicated by a star

Limestone geology is also the key to some of the world’s richest oil reserves 
and the Napo watershed (where Rio Anzu is located) is no exception, containing 
one of the largest oil reserves in Ecuador (Feininger, 1975; Mello et al., 1995). Oil 
extraction causes widespread contamination of the ecosystem, extending well be-

yond the actual oil site (Johnston et al., 2019; O’Rourke & Connelly, 2002). In Ec-
uador, petroleum extraction has occurred since the 1920’s, and the long‐established 
oil exploitation has resulted in limited environmental conservation and protection 
efforts (O’Rourke & Connelly, 2002). In anticipation of petroleum exploitation in 
the Rio Anzu region, a macroinvertebrate survey in streams in the Anzu area can 
be linked to an assessment of the risks of future petroleum drilling (Vinson et al., 
2008).

Macroinvertebrates are often used as bioindicators to assess the water quality 
of rivers and streams and overall health of the ecosystem (Fierro et al., 2017; Ze-
glin, 2015). In general, macroinvertebrate presence and high diversity can signal 
a healthy ecosystem and increased facilitated decomposition (Wilhm & Dorris., 
1968; Teferi et al., 2013). Different types of aquatic macroinvertebrates have varying 
levels of sensitivity or tolerance to changes in water quality and resulting environ-
mental stressors, so community assessments can give direct information about the 
quality of the aquatic ecosystem. Because anthropogenic activity and contamination 
causes the extinction of many macroinvertebrates, it is accepted that by assessing 
the macroinvertebrate presence and subsequent role in the ecosystem, one can also 
determine the impact of humans through water contamination (Galindo-Perez et 
al., 2017; Roldán Perez, 1996). 

The primary objective of this study was to conduct aquatic macroinverte-
brate sampling in the Rio Anzu region in order to analyze species diversity and 
richness in local waterways. Special emphasis was placed on methods that would 
provide a complete and accurate representation of each stream community, in or-
der to eliminate sampling bias or error. This data was used to assess current water 
quality and establish a baseline in an attempt to preserve or improve water quality 
levels for the future health of the citizens and the ecosystem. Data collected in this 
study was compared to data collected earlier in a macroinvertebrate survey done 
by Kaymanta Consultores Cía. Ltda. (2018), hereafter referred to as the Kaymanta 
study. The Kaymanta study was an environmental impact survey conducted accord-
ing to requirements in order to prepare for petroleum exploration. This exploration 
is set to include the construction of a platform and access road, and the drilling of 
an exploratory well and two advanced wells in block 28, which is in the Rio Anzu 
region. The current study presents evidence that disagrees with the conclusions of 
the Kaymanta study, and this contradiction is explored to emphasize the need to 
standardize macroinvertebrate sampling procedures. Overall, the present study can 
be used as further evidence for the need to protect the Rio Anzu region’s waterways.
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Methods

Sample Locations

Fig. 2: Stream sampling locations. The yellow area marks the boundaries of 
the Ecominga Anzu reserve. The red area marks the boundaries of the Sumak 
Kawsay In Situ reserve. The road from Mera is shown faintly along the middle 
of the photo, while the road to Sumak Kawsay in Situ is shown branching to 
the left below Site 2.

The five stream sample sites are shown in figure 3: Rio de Los Monos 
(RDLM), Site 1, Site 2, Site 3 (Rio Seco) and Site 4. The latter four sites correspond 
to the locations sampled by the Kaymanta study, although Site 4 was a point further 
downstream than the Kaymanta study due to accessibility, but was still the same 
water source. As shown along the map, four out of five sites are in close proximity 
to roads, which may increase sources of contamination. RDLM was added as an 
additional site on the Sumak Kawsay In Situ reserve, further from the road, in order 
to make more general conclusions for the region.

Macroinvertebrate sampling
All five sites were sampled on three different days, for a cumulative total of 

2.25-3 hours of surveying at each site. Sampling occurred with the typical quan-
titative sample methodology used for macroinvertebrate collection in shallow wa-
ter currents, utilizing a Surber net (Roldán Pérez, 1996). Sediment was disturbed 
within the 900 cm^2 section upstream from a nylon net, catching in the net all 

that was disturbed or washed from the substrate. Each stream was sampled for mac-
roinvertebrates in three different locations 10 meters apart. Around each location, 
three subsites were selected and substrate was washed for one minute at each sub-
site. An effort was made to find subsites with rocky, sandy, and organic substrate at 
each location. After collection at one location (3 subsites), 3-5 minutes were spent 
emptying and washing the net into a container as well as inspecting the net for 
residual material and macroinvertebrates. Water and material from the collection 
container were then periodically emptied onto a tray and sampled for macroin-
vertebrates for the next 15 minutes. Macroinvertebrate individuals were collected 
using a water dropper and/or tweezers and then placed into containers of 70% ethyl 
alcohol for preservation. After 15 minutes had passed and everything collected had 
been inspected, material was discarded and equipment rinsed. The next location 10 
m upstream was then sampled in the same method, and then the final location 10 
m from that was sampled. At all streams, sampling would begin at the downstream 
location and move upstream in an effort to limit disturbance before collection. Af-
ter collection for the day was completed, specimens were taken back to the Sumak 
Kawsay In Situ station to be photographed (as shown in figure 2) and identified. 
Each organism was identified to the order, and if possible, to the family and mor-
phospecies level. Identification occurred using the guides “Cartilla de Identificación 
de Macroinvertebrados Acuáticos” del Ministerio de Ambiente de Ecuador (2017), 
“Bioindicación de la calidad del agua en Colombia (Roldán Pérez, 2003),” and the 
“Guía para el estudio de los macroinvertebrados acuáticos del Departamento de 
Antioquia (Roldán Pérez, 1996). Pictures were sent to Ana María Ortega for aid and 
confirmation in identification.

Chemical and physical tests
The width of the widest part of the stream within the 20 m of sampling was 

measured. Velocity was also measured by recording the time required for a 5-inch 
stick to move 5 m. This flow rate would not remain constant for each part of the 
stream but was used to generally characterize whether the water had a higher or 
lower flow rate. With a Celsius thermometer and pH strips, the temperature and 
pH were recorded at all three sample locations of each stream and an average value 
was generated. These measurements can be used to indicate contamination. The ad-
dition of physical and chemical components of subterranean aquifers creates a more 
complete profile of water in the caves, providing information about the conditions 
of survival for macroinvertebrates and determining some explanations of the popu-
lation composition (De Pauw & Hawkes, 1993).
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Statistical analysis
Statistical tests were performed on the stream data to analyze sample effort 

and species richness/diversity. A Shannon beta diversity test between the five sites 
was conducted to determine if the communities at different sites were distinct. Fam-
ily accumulation curves and a sample completeness curve were generated for each 
stream with iNext online (2016) software, and the corresponding sample coverage, 
sample deficit, C.Hat sample coverage (according to iNext), and Chao 1 estimator 
were calculated in order to look at the number of species encountered versus the 
number of species estimated to be in the ecosystem. This would establish whether 
or not a complete community survey had been achieved. To analyze richness and di-
versity, the Shannon transformed index and Gini-Simpson transformed index were 
calculated for each stream. Because morphospecies identification was not always 
possible, each test was conducted at the family diversity level. 

Additional tests were completed to analyze water quality. To analyze species 
richness in terms of water quality, a macroinvertebrate index developed by Bode 
(1988) was used, which considers the total number of morphospecies. Water qual-
ity was then assessed through the Ephemeroptera, Plecoptera, Trichoptera (EPT) 
Richness Index, a general test of water quality evaluating the orders Ephemeroptera, 
Plecoptera, and Trichoptera, which are usually sensitive to pollutants in the water. 
This index is a ratio of these three sensitive taxa to total taxa found. Water quali-
ty was lastly evaluated through the most specific index, the Biological Monitoring 
Working Party Score (BMWP Score). The BMWP Score is a system of ranking each 
aquatic macroinvertebrate family based on their tolerance to contamination. For 
this study, the Biological Monitoring Working Party Score for Colombia (BMWP/
Col) of Antioquia, Colombia was applied, because this index was developed at a site 
similar to those researched in this study. In addition to calculating the BMWP/Col 
for each site sampled, the Average Score Per Taxon (ASPT) was calculated by divid-
ing the BMWP/Col Score by the number of contributing families to demonstrate 
the average tolerance of the macroinvertebrate families found (Roldán Perez, 1996). 
All three water quality indices are shown in the appendix.

Fig. 3: Three examples of macro-photography of specimens. From left to right: 
Ephemeroptera, Leptophlebiidae, Thraulodes sp.; Plecoptera, Perlidae, Anacro-
neuria sp.; Trichoptera Hydropsychidae, Leptonema sp. According to the EPT 
Richness index, these orders are more sensitive to contamination.

Results
615 total individuals were collected and identified to 14 different orders, as 

shown in figure 4. 594 of those individuals were able to be identified to the family 
level in 42 different families. Diptera, Coleoptera, Ephemeroptera, and Trichoptera 
are the most common families. RDLM yielded the largest number of individuals, 
with 195 individuals in 9 different orders, 22 different families, and 26 different 
morpho-species. Site 4 had the least number of individuals, with 82 individuals 
spanning 11 different orders, 21 different families, and 31 different morpho-species. 
The Shannon beta diversity when using equal weights between all five streams was 
1.40.

Fig. 4: Number of individuals distributed by order for each stream.
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Fig. 5: Top - Family accumulation curve for each stream, extrapolating family 
diversity based on sample size. Bottom - Family accumulation curve for each 
stream, extrapolating family diversity based on sample coverage.

Fig. 6: Sample completeness curve for stream samples (C.Hat value in table 1 
below correspond with sample coverage reached on graph).

Table 1: Statistical tests of macroinvertebrate samples for the five stream sites.

Table 2: Chemical and physical measurements for the five stream sites.

Table 3: Water quality analysis of macroinvertebrate samples for the five stream 
sites.

Explanation of results and discussion
Diversity was very high across the stream sites, with 14 orders and 42 families 

represented. Diversity is correlated with higher water quality and less impacted sites, 
as found in studies by Teferi, et al. (2013) and Wilhm and Dorris (1968). As shown 
in figure 4, although abundances vary, communities appear similar. A Shannon beta 
diversity when using equal weights between all five stream sites of 1.40 indicates 
that the communities are not distinct, and there is close to one community across all 
five stream sites, confirming that the streams are very similar in the region.

Shown in figure 5, Site 2, 3, and 4 have approximately the same predicted 
species richness, while RDLM and Site 1 have lower projected species richness. 
Site 1 parallels a road along its course and RDLM is closest to Sumak Kawsay In 
Situ and flows from much higher up. This may present sources for accumulation of 
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contamination not found in the other waterways. According to figure 6, the graph 
of sample completeness, all sites reached sample completeness. It almost appears 
as if the streams may have been oversampled, as this graph indicates that complete 
samples were reached around 100 individuals per site. C.Hat calculates the point 
of sample coverage that is reached before extrapolation in the graph in figure 6. All 
values are close to 1, demonstrating comprehensive sampling. In table 1, further 
verification of sample completeness is found in higher percentages of sample cover-
age. The % deficit (found by the formula: 100 - % sample coverage) of Site 1 is only 
11.90%, which signifies that there is a small chance of encountering new families 
during the next sample. Site 3 and 4 have deficits of 14.29% and 19.05%, while Site 
2 and RDLM have the highest deficits, 21.43% and 23.81%, respectively. This dis-
agrees with the sample coverage graph, figure 6, and suggests that further sampling 
could still be useful and detect new families. However, samples are overall shown to 
have relatively high completeness, and sampling multiple days in multiple locations 
seems to have helped remove the variability of sampling due to local weather or 
poorly chosen locations or subsites. These extensive measures were taken because it 
is important to ensure a complete sample to produce reliable water quality analyses.

Table 1 contains additional values for richness and diversity of stream sites 
with the biodiversity indices - Shannon transformed and Gini-Simpson trans-
formed. As mentioned previously, higher diversity is generally correlated with high-
er water quality. Site 2, 3, and 4 have Shannon transformed indices between 13.62 
and 14.35, which are higher than the values for Site 1 and RDLM: 4.73 and 9.15, 
respectively. This corresponds to the data in figure 5, which predict that Site 1 and 
RDLM sites have lower family diversity. Because Site 2, 3, and 4 have higher family 
richness and more evenness in the abundance of families, they have a higher Shan-
non value. Site 2, 3, and 4 have Gini-Simpson transformed indices ranging from 
9.85-10.80. These values are slightly lower than the Shannon value as this index has 
a higher q-value and places more emphasis on commonly occurring families. The 
Gini-Simpson values signify that Site 2, 3, and 4 have around 9 or 10 commonly oc-
curring families. Site 1 has a much lower Gini-Simpson transformed index of 2.60, 
indicating lower richness, as does RDLM, with a value of 6.18. Both of these values 
also concur with the lower species richness in the extrapolated graphs of figure 5.

The following results are displayed above in table 2. Temperature varies from 
18.44°C to 20.53°C. It is highest at Site 4, which was also the stream with the small-
est width, so water may be more easily warmed by the environment. pH ranges from 
6.46 to 6.92. This is slightly lower than normal, and slight basicity may indicate 
minor levels of contamination. Width and flow rate varied for each stream, but also 
fluctuated greatly within the sample areas. All streams can still be classified as lotic 

systems with eutrophic characteristics due to lots of surrounding vegetation.
The following results are displayed above in table 3. According to the species 

richness water quality index developed by Bode (1988), Sites 2, 3, and 4 contain 
species diversity levels high enough to qualify as an “unimpacted site.” Site 1 and 
RDLM are “slightly impacted sites.” This confirms the overall trends established 
in figure 4 and table 1 which also indicate lower species richness for the Site 1 and 
RDLM. The % EPT Richness index varies across all sites, ranging from the lowest 
percentage, 17.24% at Site 1, to the highest percentage, 51.55% at Site 2. Accord-
ing to the index, Site 1 has poor water quality, while the rest of the sites range from 
regular to good water quality. This is the percentage of individuals that are present 
in families generally sensitive to poor water quality. While not representative of the 
absolute majority of individuals in stream communities in the Rio Anzu region, 
these values still reflect that a considerable number of sensitive taxa can survive in 
the waters of all five streams. Values for Site 1 and RDLM were likely affected by 
a common family, Diptera, Simuliidae. 50 Simuliidae individuals were collected at 
Site 1, while 60 Simuliidae individuals were collected from RDLM. This is not to 
say the Simuliidae family should be discounted, but a large number of individuals 
that are not in the Ephemeroptera, Plecoptera, or Trichoptera family are only from 
one specific family. According to the BMWP/Col. Index, 4 out of 5 streams are 
shown to be class 1, good quality rivers signifying “very clean or clean waters.” Site 
1 has acceptable water quality, meaning waters are “lightly contaminated.” The Av-
erage Score Per Taxa (ASPT) is very similar for each site, ranging from 7.10 at Site 
4 and RDLM, to 7.37 at Site 2. The ASPT is well above average (taxa are assigned a 
number 1-10), which agrees with the BMWP score. While macroinvertebrates that 
are very tolerant to contamination can still exist in uncontaminated streams, the 
presence of sensitive taxa is confirmed by these three tests. All water quality indices 
indicate that the water in the streams of the Rio Anzu region has very little influence 
of contamination.

This data differs considerably from the data gathered in the 2018 Kamanta 
study. This previous study was conducted in the same four stream sites, excluding 
RDLM and utilizing a site upstream from the Site 4 point used in this study. The 
current study spent 2.25-3 hours sampling at each site spread over three days, while 
the Kaymanta study spent two hours sampling each site, all in the same day. Us-
ing a surber net, Kaymanta Consultores Cía. Ltda. (2018) sampled one location at 
each stream with three subsites, whereas this study sampled three different locations 
with three subsites respectively at each stream. The Kaymanta study collected 119 
individuals in 11 orders, 33 families, and 19 species. Based on the BMWP/Col 
index, Kaymanta Consultores Cía. Ltda. (2018) found that Site 1 and 2 were class 
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IV, indicating doubtful water quality that signifies contaminated water, while Site 
3 and 4 received scores of class III, indicating acceptable water quality that signifies  
moderately contaminated waters. These values and subsequent conclusions disagree 
with the water quality results of the BMWP/Col that were calculated through this 
current study. This difference may be due to sample incompleteness. As referenced 
above, replication was important in the current study in order to gather a complete 
sample. Sampling multiple locations and days at each site was intended to remove 
sampling variability and error, and more completely document the communities of 
the streams in the Rio Anzu area. Steps were then taken to confirm sample coverage 
and completeness statistically, which was not done by Kaymanta Consultores Cía. 
Ltda. (2018). The present study clearly demonstrates that the streams in the Rio 
Anzu region have low levels of contamination, and that it is important to continue 
to monitor water quality and protect the area to prevent future contamination.

Conclusions
To conclude, this study documented high richness and biodiversity of mac-

roinvertebrates in streams in the Rio Anzu area. The study created a seasonal doc-
umentation of the water quality of the Rio Anzu region at the transition from the 
drier season to the rainy season in November, 2019. It has been shown that seasonal 
changes in rainfall affect macroinvertebrates (Theodoropoulos, et al., 2017), and 
because rainfall is so high in the region, it may cause seasonal fluctuations in aquatic 
ecosystems of local streams. It was apparent that sampling done after a storm result-
ed in much higher flow rates, which may have impacted sampling results. Future 
research should sample the Rio Anzu region during other seasons to determine mac-
roinvertebrate variability throughout the year.

This study used a comprehensive sampling effort that resulted in high sample 
completeness for stream communities. This strengthens and reinforces the following 
findings that contradict the Kaymanta study, which did not provide sample com-
pleteness data: macroinvertebrate diversity in the streams is high, and multiple wa-
ter quality tests indicate that, so far, the streams in the region are mostly protected 
from contamination. As this study took data on multiple locations and days on each 
stream, it sought to create a more complete assessment of the Rio Anzu streams. 
Acceptable standards of time and sample completeness are needed for macroinver-
tebrate water quality surveys.

It is important to continue to conserve the region and monitor water quality 
for future changes. According to Li, Zheng & Liu (2010) and Malmqvist & Rundle 
(2002), freshwater streams and rivers are the most impacted ecosystems in the world, 
making it vital to monitor water quality in order to detect and prevent changes in 

the environment. Water quality studies have already been conducted in areas of the 
Ecuadorian amazon that have been exploited for oil, revealing polynuclear aromatic 
hydrocarbons in concentrations 10-10,000 times greater than acceptable levels de-
termined by the US Environmental Protection Agency (Sebastián & Hurtig, 2004). 
Although the Ecuadorian government has placed regulations on petroleum compa-
nies to monitor and reduce the amount of pollution, companies in the past have 
conducted faulty studies or lied about the results (Sebastián & Hurtig, 2004). While 
inaccuracies from the Kaymanta study may have been accidental, a lack of complete 
samples leads to water quality results that may be inaccurate, as shown by the ex-
treme differences between studies. This indicates that incomplete information was 
likely presented when seeking approval for petroleum exploration in the area. In the 
possible event of petroleum exploitation in the near future, documentation of the 
impact of petroleum contamination would be severely underestimated if compared 
to the incomplete baselines from the Kaymanta study. It is essential that the Rio 
Anzu region is protected from petroleum exploitation and conserved in the current 
state of ecosystem health, for the sake of Ecuadorian citizens and the environment.
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Table 1: Species richness as an indication of contamination.
Source: Bode, 1988

Table 3: Classes of water quality with associated quality levels, BMWP/Col., 
and meanings. Source: Roldán Pérez, 1996.

Table 2: EPT richness index.
Source: Carrera, C. & Fierro, K., 2001.
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Abstract:

Indifference:
FDR and Labor Movement

This paper examines President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s rela-
tionship with the labor movement of the 1930s and what it meant 
for the early years of the New Deal era. FDR’s vast expansion of 
presidential power is generally seen as a response to the Great 
Depression. However, the growing labor movement acted as an 
immense amount of pressure on the government, and tends to be 
overlooked in the overall study of his presidency. FDR’s response 
to this pressure was entirely different from past presidencies. In-
stead of pushing back against it, he accepted its power and influ-
ence in American society. His response to the movement was
pragmatic: making changes to labor policy that he saw as neces-
sary while distancing himself from the more radical elements of 
the labor movement. The paper demonstrates FDR’s responses to 
the labor movement during his presidency and how they changed 
over time using three examples: the National Industrial Recovery 
Act, 1930s labor strikes, and the National Labor Relations Act. 
How he responded would not only drastically change labor policy, 
but also decided labor’s place in American politics for years to 
come.

Chicago Style

Liam Tocheny
Class of 2021

History
The Great Depression of the 20th century was a crisis that affected every 

fabric of American society. Unemployment skyrocketed and tensions flared between 
those who were devastatingly affected and those who were not. Nearly a third of the 
country’s labor force was unemployed1. The country seemed to be on the brink of 
complete collapse until some found hope in Franklin D. Roosevelt and his liberal 
plans to tackle the crisis. FDR came into office in 1933 promising a “New Deal” 
for Americans, and an easing of the pain that his predecessor, Herbert Hoover, 
declined to offer. Because of his accomplishments and his leadership during the 
Second World War, FDR has become widely known as the best president of the 
20th century. Even to this day, his New Deal is understood as one of the most trans-
formational programs in the country’s history, giving Americans Social Security, a 
higher degree of economic safety, and workers’ rights. 

 The reforms made under the Roosevelt administration were unlike any 
other legislation in the past. It set an important precedent for years to come. Mi-
chael Goldfield cites that “the New Deal is often regarded as the beginning of an ac-
tivist state in the United States, when class-based legislation emerged as a major item 
on the political agenda.”2 Social movements, strengthened by the need for structural 
change, were able to have more influence on the legislative process during this time. 
This was no more noticeable than in the case of the labor movement. The Great De-
pression required a rethinking of the free market status quo to not only recover but 
also to prevent a similar event from happening again. The Roosevelt administration 
had this in mind in creating the New Deal. However, the labor movement wanted 
the legislation coming out of the White House to go much further. They exercised 
their power to win over greater amounts of influence, forcing FDR to respond in 
several different ways. 

This paper will examine the early years of the New Deal era by looking 
through the eyes of the labor movement. When studying FDR’s vast expansion of 
presidential power through the New Deal, it is easy to see that it was in response 
to the Great Depression. However, the growing labor movement and push for eco-
nomic justice acted as an immense amount of pressure on the government, some-
thing that tends to be overlooked in the overall study of the presidency. With that 
said, the way FDR responded to this pressure and the labor movement as a whole 
was entirely different from the presidents that preceded him. Instead of pushing 
back against it, he accepted its power and influence in American society. His re-

1 Howard Zinn, “Self Help in Hard Times,” in A People’s History of the United States (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1980), 387.
2 Michael Goldfield, “Worker Insurgency, Radical Organization, and New Deal Labor Legislation,” 
American Political Science Review 83, no. 4 (1989): 1257
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sponse to the movement was pragmatic in nature, leading him to make changes that 
he saw as necessary to end what he and others called “industrial warfare.” However, 
he took more of a hands-off approach on what were considered the more radical ele-
ments of the labor movement, such as the major strikes of 1934 and more expansive 
class legislation. The purpose of this paper is to understand FDR’s responses to the 
labor movement during his presidency and how they changed over time. It will do 
this by using examples found in three areas: the passage of the National Industrial 
Recovery Act (NIRA), labor strikes, and the resulting passage of the National Labor 
Relations Act (NLRA). These three areas will showcase FDR’s relationship with the 
labor movement and what that meant for his presidency as a whole. 

The National Industrial Recovery Act
 President Roosevelt, under pressure of the national crisis in which he was 

elected, had to get to work almost immediately. Within the first months of his 
presidency FDR used his executive influence and majority in Congress to pass the 
National Industrial Recovery Act. It was unlike any legislation that came before it. 
It delegated large amounts of legislative power to the executive, allowing the federal 
government to “take control of the economy through a series of codes agreed on by 
management, labor, and the government, fixing prices and wages, limiting competi-
tion.”3 This type of governmental control to stabilize the economy was exactly what 
FDR planned when entering office. He ran on a platform of using the powers of the 
federal government to address the issues of the Great Depression. In his First Inau-
gural Address, FDR shared with the American people the purpose of his New Deal. 
In addressing the primary problem of massive unemployment, FDR claimed that it 
could be solved by “direct recruiting by the Government itself, treating the task as 
we would treat the emergency of a war.”4 However, FDR did not create the NIRA 
on his own. Several influential groups acted on him in a way that formulated his 
response. One of these groups was the labor movement, and specifically the leaders 
that were invited by the administration to take part in the legislative process.

 A fraction of the NIRA’s purpose was closely aligned with the agenda of the 
labor movement in the 20th century. Along with the fight for greater recognition, 
labor also pushed for better working conditions and livable wages. FDR addressed 
this in the NIRA, understanding that giving workers better rights could translate to 
a more productive economy. In a fireside chat after the NIRA was passed, FDR ex-
plained that shortened hours and higher wages could “allow workers to buy and use 

3 Zinn, A People’s History, 392.
4 Franklin D. Roosevelt, “First Inaugural Address,” (speech, Washington, DC, March 4, 1933), The 
Avalon Project.
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the things that their labor produces.”5 Greater participation in the market economy, 
according to the administration, could stabilize it while also addressing the poor 
labor standards of the time. 

 The influence of the labor movement in these types of decisions are not to 
go unnoticed. FDR was very public about how labor leaders were present during the 
legislative process.6 After all, he needed them to agree to the new codes of conduct 
being placed on them and employers. However, scholars tend to argue business 
dominated in most of the legislation. Daniel Tichenor states that even though FDR 
“permitted labor leaders to participate in designing the NIRA, he did so more out 
of a desire to conciliate disparate strands of the political community than out of any 
enthusiasm for the union movement.”7 He goes on to say that “he envisioned social 
programs and government standards as the crucial means of protecting the interests 
of America's working class, not self-empowerment through unions.”8 Because of 
these reasons, labor leaders did not have as large of a role as they could have had in 
the passage of the NIRA. FDR maintained the American tradition of free enterprise 
and only made enough changes to stabilize the economy. Workers received better 
rights through the process of making employers adopt the new federally enforced 
codes, but they did not find large structural changes that encourages their dreams 
of workplace democracy. 

 FDR’s relationship to the labor movement, seen in his passage of the 
NIRA, is one that can be described as indifferent. He invited labor leaders into 
the legislative process but ultimately made only incremental changes to the free 
market status quo. However, this is not a surprising response when studying FDR’s 
leadership style. Although many can call FDR and his New Deal a “radically new 
departure in political action and social thought,” his response to the Great Depres-
sion was one that was pragmatic in nature.9 By bringing disparate groups together to 
create what has been called a “compromise agreement,” FDR attended to the crisis 
in a way that conserved American traditions of liberalism, despite his unprecedented 
executive reach.10 He experimented with executive powers in ways never seen before 
in order to save the country from a massive crisis while still preserving uniquely 

5 Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Fireside Chat 3: On the National Recovery Administration,” (speech, 
Washington, DC, July 24, 1933), Miller Center.
6 Ibid.
7 Daniel J. Tichenor, "The Presidency, Social Movements, and Contentious Change: Lessons from 
the Woman's Suffrage and Labor Movements," Presidential Studies Quarterly 29, no. 1 (1999): 19.
8 Ibid.
9 Clarke A. Chambers, "FDR, Pragmatist-Idealist: An Essay in Historiography," The Pacific Northwest 
Quarterly 52, no. 2 (1961): 50.
10 Peter Phillips, "The 1934-35 Red Threat and the Passage of the National Labor Relations Act," 
Critical Sociology 20, no. 2 (1994): 28.
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American principles.

Labor Strikes
The passage of the NIRA brought employment and better working condi-

tions to America’s working class; however it did not address some of the problems 
still felt in the workplace and elsewhere. The legislation did not reach many citi-
zens still suffering from the worst effects of the economic crisis. Historian Howard 
Zinn writes that “desperate people were not waiting for the government to help 
them; they were helping themselves, acting directly.”11 A lot of the time this self-help 
would come in the form of joining the labor movement and striking. 

Section 7(a) of the NIRA, despite opposition from business leaders, went 
through to become law, recognizing the right of workers to bargain collectively.12 
This meant that employees had the option to join unions in their workplace. How-
ever, 7(a) had no enforcement powers, leaving the budding unions and workers 
organizations with no governmental protection and in a situation where many em-
ployers had no incentive to recognize them.13 As Zinn stated earlier, these work-
ers instead turned to each other for help rather than the government and FDR, 
even though he declared collective bargaining a “constitutional right.”14 Strikes and 
demonstrations took place across the country, with many of the largest happening 
in 1934.

Even though Section 7(a) had no enforcement powers on the part of the 
government, the adoption of the law led to a significant rise in union member-
ship, allowing the labor movement to increase in size and influence. Peter Phillips 
holds this true by saying that “union organizers in the country took the NIRA to 
mean that the government supported workers’ rights to organize and, as a result, a 
large amount of new labor organizing ensued.”15 This shows that the FDR admin-
istration’s strategy of pragmatic compromise opened up a loophole for the labor 
movement. In legislation that was designed to restore the economy while favoring 
business, what were understood as concessions to workers became something much 
greater: an effective stamp of approval that was not meant to be enforced. Instead of 
waiting for the government to protect their organizations, workers began to enforce 
its legality themselves. Mauritz A. Hallgren, a journalist writing in 1933, described 
the workers’ experience in their fight for recognition. He states that “a majority of 

11 Zinn, A People’s History, 393.
12 Tichenor, "The Presidency, Social Movements, and Contentious Change,” 19.
13 Goldfield, “Worker Insurgency, Radical Organization, and New Deal Labor Legislation,” 1258.
14 Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Fireside Chat 6: On Government and Capitalism,” (speech, Washington, 
DC, September 30, 1934), Miller Center.
15 Phillips, "The 1934-35 Red Threat and the Passage of the National Labor Relations Act," 28.
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the strikes have been started with a view to compelling employers to recognize and 
deal with labor unions.”16 The fact that the majority of these strikes did not occur, 
because of the wish for wage increases or better working conditions demonstrates 
the point which the labor movement was in. The conditions of the Great Depression 
combined with approval from the government through Section 7(a) gave the labor 
movement an increased amount of power and influence in the country. 

FDR’s response to these strikes vary in detail but overall he had a more con-
ciliatory attitude. Fearing that the massive number of strikes could interfere with 
the NIRA and the rest of his program, FDR established the National Labor Board 
(NLB) to work as a mediary in labor disputes. Unlike past presidents who would 
crush strikes while siding with industry, FDR’s action in establishing the NLB 
demonstrated his relationship with the labor movement. He did not immediately 
side with them but did not directly oppose them either. Hallgren writes that the 
NLB was “sincerely devised with a view to helping labor” but “no mediation or 
arbitration is necessary to settle these disputes” and “all that the Roosevelt Admin-
istration need do is to enforce the law of which it is itself the author.”17 With that 
said, FDR was a confusing figure to the labor movement. His responses seemed to 
be indifferent to the movement while at the same time supporting it. But with that 
being the case, his allowance and effective approval of the movement and the right 
to organize opened the door for greater success in labor advocacy.

FDR’s response to major strikes can be highlighted in the specific example 
of the Longshore Strike of 1934. In one of the largest strikes in the nation’s history, 
the longshoremen who struck initially became unionized through the help of the 
NIRA. By 1934, longshoremen across nearly the entire west coast of the U.S. be-
came organized and presented demands to their employers.18 After their demands 
were not met, they began to go on strike. The strike lasted for almost three months, 
during which a general strike was also called, bringing other employees on the west 
coast to the longshoremen’s support. The entire strike lasted so long and was so 
effective that FDR had to get more involved. He initially took only minor steps in 
attempting to stop the strike from beginning and refused to send in federal troops 
to declare martial law, like some state governors and business leaders suggested.19 He 
eventually used the NLB to mediate the conflict, leading to an end to the strike with 
the longshoremen winning.20 

FDR’s response to this strike was similar to other labor strikes and demon-

16 Mauritz A. Hallgren, “The Right to Strike,” The Nation, November 8, 1933.
17 Ibid.
18 “The Longshore Strike of 1934,” CSU Northridge Oviatt Library, Last modified 2014.
19 Phillips, "The 1934-35 Red Threat and the Passage of the National Labor Relations Act," 35.
20 “The Longshore Strike of 1934.”
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strations at the time. Unlike past presidents, he did not always intervene on the 
side of business. Instead, he attempted to act as a mediator in conflicts like these. 
The results of his actions can be seen in the continuation of labor demonstrations 
and conflicts, not necessarily dying down because of the success of his mediation. 
Quite the opposite is true. Striking and seeing the positive results of collective action 
acted as a motivator for the labor movement, providing them with a way to help 
themselves without relying on government support. Goldfield states that “after the 
1934 San Francisco general strike, the longshore and maritime industries along the 
whole West Coast remained aflame with militancy.”21 Because of this continuation 
of labor strikes and militancy that Goldfield describes, FDR’s response needed to 
change. However, his response could not be directly opposed to the labor movement 
for they have become an influential part of his New Deal coalition. 

The National Labor Relations Act
 The sheer amount and power of strikes in 1933 and 1934 created not 

only a sense of urgency within the government, but also a good amount of fear. 
The labor movement was ripe with radical militancy, especially with some of the 
strikes being led by communists and other political radicals.22 FDR, speaking in a 
fireside chat, called for the need to end what he understood as “industrial warfare.”23 
The combination of the influence of radicals and the complete breakdown of labor 
relations necessitated a solution, preferably one that would favor moderation over 
the militancy of the movement during 1934. This came in the form of the Nation-
al Labor Relations Act, legislation that Phillips said had the power to “strengthen 
the anti-communist AFL and at the same time show support for moderate labor 
unions.”24 The reasoning behind its passing is a hotly debated issue among political 
scientists and historians but the results of the legislation can be viewed in a more 
objective manner.25 All studies assert that its passage resulted in what can be called a 
“massive upsurge” in union membership, and as a result, increased union influence 
in the workplace.26

 Even though the results of the NLRA are widely agreed upon, some atten-
tion must be directed at the reasoning behind it, as varying as it may be. FDR acted 

21 Goldfield, “Worker Insurgency, Radical Organization, and New Deal Labor Legislation,” 1273.
22 Ibid.
23 Roosevelt, “Fireside Chat 6: On Government and Capitalism.”
24 Phillips, "The 1934-35 Red Threat and the Passage of the National Labor Relations Act," 46.
25 For theories behind the NLRA’s passing see Goldfield 1989; Phillips 1998; Skocpol, Finegold and 
Goldfield 1990; and Tichenor 1999.
26 Howard Kimeldorf and Judith Stepan-Norris, “Historical Studies of Labor Movements in the 
United States,” Annual Review of Sociology 18 (1992): 500.
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in response to a growing labor movement—that much is known. However, how 
he responded is important to the purpose of this paper, especially since the NLRA 
could be considered the farthest reaching piece of labor legislation ever passed, ef-
fectively legalizing labor unions and providing governmental protections for them 
that the NIRA never did. 

 To start off, FDR’s pragmatism and leadership style had a lot to do with 
how he acted. Historian Clarke A. Chambers, in a study on how FDR led the coun-
try during the New Deal era, offers some insight on his overall purpose. FDR was a 
pragmatist not afraid to experiment with governmental structures in response to the 
crisis of the Great Depression. However, Chambers argues that FDR and his New 
Deal were conservative in nature, that it “sought to preserve and to extend the faith 
and the institutions of liberal democracy.”27 He used and extended the powers of the 
presidency to maintain liberal traditions of free enterprise, not necessarily looking to 
make radical changes to the free market status quo. This standpoint is visible in the 
passage of the NLRA, a piece of legislation that encouraged and protected unions 
but never solidified the type of “industrial democracy” that the labor movement 
fought for.28 

 FDR’s initial reaction to the NLRA is also telling of his relationship with 
the labor movement. The NLRA moved its way through Congress with the support 
of liberal lawmakers like Senator Robert Wagner, the chairman of the NLB. As 
Skocpol and Finegold said, it was only “until it had gone through the Senate and 
was pending in the House” that FDR threw his support behind the bill.29 There 
are a variety of explanations behind his change of heart, changing from person to 
person. Skocpol and Finegold claim that it was a combination of the growing power 
of congressional liberals and the judicial striking down of the NIRA that created a 
vacuum for Congress to pass the NLRA.30 On the other hand, Goldfield believes 
that the pressure of the labor movement, and more specifically the worker insurgen-
cy within it, was the most influential factor in pushing FDR and Congress to pass 
labor legislation of the like.31 Either way, FDR’s hesitancy to support a bill like this 
showcases his relationship with the labor movement. Despite FDR’s initial cool-
ness, this relationship seemed to have grown in a positive manner after the passage 
of the NLRA as his presidency became attached to the labor movement and vice 
versa. Labor leaders, after receiving government aid through the NLRA, became 

27 Chambers, "FDR, Pragmatist-Idealist: An Essay in Historiography," 55.
28 Kimeldorf and Stepan-Norris, “Historical Studies of Labor Movements,” 500.
29 Theda Skocpol, Kenneth Finegold, and Michael Goldfield, "Explaining New Deal Labor Policy," 
The American Political Science Review 84, no. 4 (1990): 1301.
30 Ibid.,1297.
31 Ibid.

Indifference



40 41

more involved in the New Deal and the FDR presidency. Additionally, workers, 
after receiving the right to collective bargaining, thanked Roosevelt by continuously 
voting for him throughout his presidency, not knowing how little of a role he had 
in passing the Act. 

Conclusion
 President Roosevelt’s response to the labor movement during the New 

Deal era was not simple by any meaning of the word. However, it can be character-
ized as one of indifference. The Great Depression acted as a catalyst for possible radi-
cal change made to the status quo. The labor movement, in this time of crisis, had an 
increased amount of influence in the country as people were suffering because of the 
failures of the free market. FDR in many ways was not only forced to respond to the 
effects of the Great Depression but also the labor movement that was strengthened 
by it. However, FDR’s pragmatic New Deal, which was primarily designed to stabi-
lize the American economy, was conservative in nature. Its purpose was to preserve 
the free market liberalism that was present before the Great Depression began, only 
making enough changes to prevent another economic disaster from occuring in the 
future. With that said, FDR’s response to the labor movement and their demands 
was effectively a compromise. He favored labor legislation insofar as it could bene-
fit the American economy and not radically change traditional liberal institutions. 
That is not to say his response did not help the labor movement. Tichenor makes 
the important point that “Roosevelt's benign neutrality toward the union move-
ment did mark an important shift in presidential behavior.”32 Past presidents had a 
very different and more oppositional relationship with the labor movement. FDR’s 
relationship with them allowed major gains.

By the end of his second term, FDR, because of his actions and his repu-
tation among the working class, effectively co-opted the labor movement and be-
came its symbolic leader throughout the New Deal era. Even after his death, labor 
remained an integral part of his party and never radically departed from the brand 
of moderation the NLRA was designed to create. With this in mind, FDR’s rela-
tionship to the labor movement is indicative of the broader relationship between 
presidents and social movements in general. Presidents, through their formal and 
informal powers, are able to occupy spaces in which larger social movements pre-
viously held more influence. And as a result, these presidents gain the support and 
admiration from the very same social movements they co-opted. This can be seen 
in other examples, such as Lyndon B. Johnson of the civil rights movement as well 

32 Tichenor, "The Presidency, Social Movements, and Contentious Change,” 21.
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as Ronald Reagan and the Religious Right.33 The replacement of grassroots action 
with federal power is symbolic of how the modern presidency operates, giving the 
officeholder a more personal influence over the public, and folding more people into 
their political party.

The labor movement, because of FDR’s actions that opened the door for 
increased union membership and influence, became an ally to the Democratic Party 
for years to come. Labor’s place within traditional American politics gave them a 
new voice, one that is able to be heard by the usual power brokers and lawmakers. 
The cost, however, was the militancy and collective power that was important in 
winning recognition and better rights for working people across the country. The 
NLRA and the government’s role in labor toned down the more radical elements of 
the movement, effectively institutionalizing labor within the liberal establishment. 
With that said, labor’s perceived transition from unruly mass to accepted worker 
organizations had a lot to do with FDR, as this essay suggests. Whatever his rea-
sons were, FDR’s indifference, and specifically his role in not interfering, essentially 
translated to a stamp of approval on the labor movement overall.

33 Sidney M. Milkis, Daniel J. Tichenor, and Laura Blessing, "The Historical Presidency : ‘Rallying 
Force’: The Modern Presidency, Social Movements, and the Transformation of American Politics," 
Presidential Studies Quarterly 43, no. 3 (2013): 641-70.

Indifference



Abstract:

42 Liam Tocheny

Haring and Basquiat
Artists of the People

Acclaimed artists Jean-Michel Basquiat and Keith Haring exem-
plify the vibrancy of street art and neo-expressionism in 1980s 
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In the aftermath of the Vietnam War, the 1970s recession, and Reagan’s elec-
tion, acclaimed artists Keith Haring and Jean-Michel Basquiat emerged as street 
artists who spoke to the anxieties of a younger generation. Both artists developed 
unique pictorial languages and recognizable motif figures that enabled them to com-
municate with a diverse public audience and lent themselves to the activist nature 
of their work. True to their humanist perspectives and graffiti roots, Haring and 
Basquiat resisted the insular nature of the 80s’ fine-arts culture, though they still 
sought the approval from the fine-arts market that they would both finally receive 
after early deaths.1 Despite these similarities, Haring’s simplistic cartoon figures 
contrast Basquiat’s complex, erratic compositions; and, while Haring’s work is uni-
versally legible, Basquiat's is enigmatic. Together, the two made art for the people 
that sparked activism around topics of systemic racism, homophobia and discrimi-
nation, and public health crises. Haring’s and Basquiat’s distinct artistic preferences 
exemplify the vibrancy of street art and neo-expressionism in 1980s New York City, 
and their common ground in activism, accessibility, and social commentary has 
allowed their work to remain profoundly relevant to the present day.2 

Keith Haring found his early studio in the subways, where he used chalk on 
the black paper covering empty advertisement spaces.3 With each drawing he risked 
being caught by the police, so his simplistic style was borne out of the necessity 
to avoid lingering. By drawing on a two-dimensional plane, he was able to work 
quickly and create a sense of closeness that allowed for a more immediate impact on 
passerbys.4 Approaching each drawing with no preparation, it was here that Haring 
developed his many well known figures, including babies, dogs, hearts, and UFOs. 
Though he sometimes addressed sensitive topics, such as political critiques, he man-
aged to do so without explicit depictions of violence or sexual imagery, allowing his 
art to remain accessible to a wide demographic.5 These universally recognizable and 
energetic images reflected the liveliness of New York City and allowed Haring to 
connect with people of all ages. 

Basquiat also began as a prolific graffiti artist, making up one half of “SAMO,” 
short for Same Old Shit, alongside collaborator Al Diaz.6 Though short-lived, 
Basquiat’s work as SAMO covered downtown Manhattan with poetic criticisms 

1 Saggese, Jordana Moore, “Jean-Michel Basquiat and the American Canon,” in Re-Envisioning the 
Contemporary Art Canon: Perspectives in a Global World, ed. Ruth Iskin (Routledge, 2017), 61.
2 Montague, Jessica, “An Investigation into the Enduring Appeal of Artists Jean-Michel Basquiat and 
Keith Haring,” Vogue Australia, December 9, 2019.
3 Hoberman, Mara, “Keith Haring: The Political Line,” The Brooklyn Rail, Inc., July 2013.
4 Raffel, Amy, “Keith Haring, Subway Drawings,” Smarthistory. February 24, 2017.
5 Ibid.
6 Hubbard, Sue, “Basquiat Had All the Credentials for an Art-World Darling,” New Statesman & 
Society, March 22, 1996.

of society, which earned him anonymous fame and captured Haring's attention. 
While Haring was drawing an array of cartoon-like figures, Basquiat worked solely 
with text. One such example of a poetic comment on capitalism reads: “ANOTH-
ER DAY… ANOTHER DIME… HYPERCOOL… ANOTHER WAY 2 KILL 
SOME TIME…” and is marked with the SAMO© tag.7 In 1980, “SAMO© IS 
DEAD” was spread throughout the city, marking Basquiat’s transition to painting in 
a studio, resulting in collaborations and dedications to Haring. Though stylistically 
different, the two young artists were already united by their origin in the streets 
and their mutual marginalization, Basquiat as an African American and Haring as 
a homosexual man. 

When asked about life in the East Village, Keith Haring is quoted as saying, 
“Before I knew who he was, I became obsessed with Jean-Michel Basquiat’s work …  
From the beginning he was my favorite artist,” as he was drawn to the deeper mean-
ing behind Basquiat’s seemingly simple and poetic phrases that were spray painted 
throughout the city.8 With equal respect, Basquiat once declared,  “I think I have to 
give the street art crown to Keith Haring.”9 This shared respect and admiration led 
to many collaborative works, and a strong friendship.

Having transitioned from the street to the studio, much of Jean-Michel Bas-
quiat’s work centered around the experience of the Black American, the effects of 
colonialism, commercialization, and class struggle. In the words of Keith Haring, he 
“wield[ed] his brush as a weapon.”10 In a fearless stream of consciousness, Basquiat 
now added painting and drawing to the text that earned him fame as SAMO, form-
ing layers of crossed out scribbles and crude stick figures. Basquiat was multi-racial 
and essentially untrained as an artist, both of which contributed to his initial dis-
missal by critics as being too “primitive,” especially following the minimalism and 
conceptualism of the 1970s.11 In truth, Basquiat was ambitious but calculated, and 
he knew how to direct the viewer’s attention. Each word and figure was selected for 
its specific cultural or historical associations, and each crossed out word was not a 
redaction, but rather a method of emphasis. Basquiat explained: “I cross out words 
so you will see them more; the fact that they are obscured makes you want to read 
them.”12 Amidst this specificity, Basquiat strategically employed ambiguity and ab-

7 Sawyer, Miranda, “The Jean-Michel Basquiat I Knew...” The Guardian, Guardian News and Media,  
September 3, 2017.
8 Sheff, David, “Keith Haring, An Intimate Conversation,” The Keith Haring Foundation, August 
1989.
9 “Keith Haring: Jean-Michel Basquiat,” NGV, accessed March 15, 2020. 
10 Ibid.
11 Saggese, “Jean-Michel Basquiat and the American Canon.”
12 Basquiat, Jean-Michel, “Hollywood Africans,” Hollywood Africans | Whitney Museum of Ameri-
can Art, accessed March 15, 2020.
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straction to capture the viewer’s attention and avoid overstating his message.13 
Basquiat’s most frequently recurring images are the three-point crown and 

the copyright symbol, which he uses as a signature in a way that is reminiscent of 
graffiti culture. Basquiat’s iconic crown serves as a sign of respect for the Black sub-
jects he portrays while confronting the systematic oppression that has left them dis-
empowered. The crown is an animation of Basquiat’s dichotomy of power, on one 
hand seeking to empower these celebrated Black figures and on the other exposing 
humankind’s capacity for corruption, oppression, and destructive power structures. 
Rene Ricard wrote of Basquiat’s crown in Radiant Child, “... the crown sits securely 
on the head of Jean-Michel's repertory so that it is of no importance where he got it 
bought it stole it; it's his. He won that crown.”14 The copyright symbol also occurs 
frequently, both branding the work as a Basquiat and adding to the social commen-
tary. In Basquiat’s exploration of fine-arts commercialism and the commodification 
of Blackness, the copyright symbol questions the idea of ownership and value in 
the arts. 

Basquiat’s Grillo from 1984 displays much of his recurring iconography. 
Black skeletal figures with oversized heads are marked up with rough sketches of 
colorful organs, inspired by Basquiat’s fascination with Gray’s Anatomy, a book that 
helped him through recovery after being hit by a car as a child.15 His interest in anat-
omy is evident across his works by the frequency with which he attempts to show 
the inner mechanics of his subjects. Amongst the numbers and geometric shapes 
scattered across Grillo are words with direct associations to plantation farming and 
the transatlantic trade, including “sugar,” “oil,” “carbon,” “British West Indies,” and 
“leopard skin.”16 Surrounded by these references to slave labor and violence, the 
figure on the left raises a torch that evokes images of the Statue of Liberty, and 
the figure on the right stands just below Basquiat’s iconic symbol, a large golden 
crown. Through these symbols of liberation and freedom, Basquiat has empowered 
his subjects. Yet, with disjointed references to the institution of slavery, he reminds 
the viewers of a history that cannot be erased. On a panel between the two figures, 
Basquiat has painted a skyscraper and a smaller Black figure, reminding the viewer 
that the effects of slavery and systematic oppression continue to persist in modern 
settings. Grillo’s themes of the commodification of Blackness, importance of history, 
and raw portrayal of humanity are common across Basquiat’s works.17

13 Sischy, Ingrid, “For the Love of Basquiat,” Vanity Fair, May 2014. 
14 Ricard, René, “The Radiant Child,” ARTFORUM Magazine, December 1981. 
15 “Keith Haring: Jean-Michel Basquiat,” NGV.
16 Kalb, Peter R, “Chapter 3, Chapter 4,” in Art since 1980: Charting the Contemporary (Upper 
Saddle River: Pearson, 2014).
17 Saggese, “Jean-Michel Basquiat and the American Canon.”

Hollywood Africans in front of the Chinese Theatre with footprints of movie stars, 
1983, captures Basquiat’s ability to critique racial inequality in modern settings. In 
this case, he comments on the treatment of Black actors in Hollywood, who, when 
not excluded altogether, are disrespected and limited to niche roles. With words like 
“gangsterism,” “sugar cane,” and “tobacco,” he makes comments on the stereotyped 
roles of Black characters and draws associations to slave labor. Basquiat’s signature 
crown is in the corner with the label “200 yen,” commenting simultaneously on the 
commodification of Blackness and the profitability of stereotypes in Hollywood. 
Basquiat is painted on the right alongside the rap artist Rammellzee and the painter 
Toxic, who accompanied him on a trip to Los Angeles in 1983.18 With this portrait, 
he creates an ironic image of real African-Americans in Hollywood, surrounded by 
the web of stereotypes that confine fellow Black artists.19

Though Keith Haring also tackled the power dynamics of racism by pro-
testing the apartheid, much of his work was focused on discrimination against the 
LGBTQ+ community, the oppressive policies of Reagan, and AIDS.20 Haring’s car-
toon-like figures and text work harmoniously to create images that are both edu-
cational and entertaining. Aiming to be accessible to all ages, his works leave no 
mystery for the viewer.21 Haring developed a vast vocabulary of whimsical symbolic 
figures, and the radiant baby became his signature. Haring explained, “The reason 
that the baby has become my logo or signature is that it is the purest and most pos-
itive experience of human existence. Babies represent the possibilities of the future 
… how perfect we could be. There is nothing negative about a baby, ever.”22 As he 
grew beyond the subway, Haring began to use these themes of purity and play for 
contrast, managing to express the severity of public issues through the same figura-
tive vocabulary as his most upbeat drawings.

Haring’s playful images made for easy commodification, and he opened 
his own Pop Shop in an attempt to reach wider audiences. Much of his criticism 
stemmed from the idea that commercialization cheapens art, but in Haring’s own 
words, “The use of commercial projects has enabled me to reach millions of people 
whom I would not have reached by remaining an unknown artist. I assumed, after 
all, that the point of making art was to communicate and contribute to culture.”23 

18 Basquiat, “Hollywood Africans.”
19 Watson, Meg, “‘We Were All a Little Bit Punk’: Haring, Basquiat and the Art That Defined 80s 
New York.” The Guardian, Guardian News and Media, February 23, 2020.
20 Grishin, Sasha, “'Nothing Quite Prepares You for the Impact of This Exhibition': Haring Basquiat 
at the NGV,” The Conversation, December 2, 2019. 
21 Raffel, “Keith Haring, Subway Drawings.”
22 “Keith Haring: Jean-Michel Basquiat,” NGV.
23 “Pop Shop,” Pop Shop | Keith Haring, accessed March 15, 2020.
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Haring’s ability to access the public allowed him to spark activist discourse with a 
far wider reach. 

Richard Flood wrote in ArtForum International Magazine that Haring’s work 
is “democratic in its intelligibility,” as it is intended for the public as a whole and 
decipherable by all ages.24 Haring’s Untitled 1982 demonstrates this universal leg-
ibility. Central to the painting is Haring’s radiant baby, this time marked with an 
ominous red X. The baby sits in the middle of a mushroom cloud as two angels 
hover above, the only parts of the painting not covered in red Xs. The dogs that 
usually bark energetically in Haring’s work now stand with mouths closed on either 
side of the explosion, setting a foreboding tone. Together, these figures portray a 
scene of destruction, with Haring’s symbol of positivity and purity in the center of 
the explosions. The bright red Xs stand out against the white and black figures to 
give a warning of the danger and death caused by nuclear arms. Haring was aware 
of the power of simplicity, and used his own money to print this scene on 20,000 
posters for an anti-nuclear rally.25 

Haring also spoke directly to more public issues, like drugs and AIDS. New 
York City murals that declare “CRACK IS WACK” are filled with dancing figures 
marked by his symbolic red X’s. Dollar bills, crosses, flames, and skeletons make 
references to money, death, and disease, aiming to portray the severity of the crack 
cocaine epidemic on a platform large enough for passing cars on the highway to read 
his message. Haring was passionate about helping the city and created his “CRACK 
IS WACK” murals despite their illegality, stating the he was “appalled by what was 
happening in the country, but especially New York, and seeing the slow reaction (as 
usual) of the government to respond, I decided I had to do an anti-crack painting.”26 
Though initially fined for vandalism, the city recognized the value of his outreach 
and instead offered to help him repaint the wall.

Another of Haring’s most well known calls to action during the AIDS ep-
idemic is Ignorance = Fear, 1989. Across the bottom of the image, Haring writes: 
“SILENCE = DEATH, FIGHT AIDS, ACT UP,” referencing the Silence = Death 
Project and ACT UP (Aids Coalition to Unleash Power). An ACT UP member 
group called Gran Fury focused on the use of art to combat the AIDS crisis and 
encouraged artists such as Haring to contribute to the cause.27 Haring’s textual ref-
erence contextualizes his work within this larger movement. 

24 Saggese, “Jean-Michel Basquiat and the American Canon.”
25 “Keith Haring: Jean-Michel Basquiat,” NGV.
26 McGrath, Katherine, “A Major Keith Haring Mural in New York City Gets a Second Life,” Archi-
tectural Digest, August 19, 2019.
27 Sember, Robert, and David Gere. “‘Let the Record Show’ … Art Activism and the AIDS Epidem-
ic.” American Journal of Public Health, vol. 96, no. 6, June 2006, pp. 967–969.

Above the text, three dancing figures marked with red Xs stand in a line 
each covering their eyes, ears, or mouth, imitating the maxim “see no, hear no, 
speak no evil.” Haring’s dancing figures have selected ignorance over awareness, 
and so they are marked with his red X, symbolizing death. Haring’s bright colors 
and energetic figures create a vivid image that expresses the urgency of his message. 
An inconspicuous pink triangle sits amongst the text with a significant historical 
meaning. Repurposed to be a symbol of LGBTQ+ pride, inverted pink triangles 
were originally used to label gay prisoners in Nazi concentration camps.28 With the 
use of this symbol, Haring both empowers the LGBTQ+ community and gives the 
viewers a relevant reminder of the dangers of ignorance and silence. Having been 
diagnosed with AIDS one year prior, this is one of many works Haring created for 
AIDS awareness.  

In 1980 Haring and Basquiat created their first collaborative work, Untitled. 
In the center of the drawing, two staircases lead up opposite sides of a church that 
is marked by a radiant cross at its peak. Several of Haring’s figures, two white, one 
black, and one red, seem to race to the top on the opposing staircases. The figure 
closest to the cross, drawn in red, falls backwards down the stairs as the others con-
tinue to run upwards. The bottom of the drawing is framed by dancing figures and 
two red hearts, creating a sense of community despite the apparent competition 
above. Basquiat has written the words “OK: SO WE DID SUPPRESS THIER [sic] 
TAR ROOF / TAR ROOF / TARROOF,” the last of which plays off of phonetics 
to sound out the word “truth.” In this religious context, “tar roof,” and “truth” bring 
to mind biblical associations and race dynamics, and it becomes more apparent 
that there is only one figure shaded in black.29 Haring’s linear fluidity and clarity 
dominate the image, but his figures create a largely ambiguous scene. It is Basquiat’s 
text that gives the viewer hints to their intention, creating racial associations that 
emphasize inequality of figures within the religious image.

Haring and Basquiat created a number of individual works for and of each 
other, frequently playing off of one another’s symbols and iconography. Basquiat 
created multiple portraits of Haring, easily identifiable by his glasses, always large 
and round, and Basquiat’s impressions of his radiant babies and dogs. In a 1980 
Untitled portrait, the words “Keith Haring in Milan” label an profile image of Har-
ing sitting in a chair donning a radiant baby tank top. In the corner Basquiat gives 
a portrait view of Haring’s face, which he labels “side view,” and draws several more 
radiant babies that crawl towards the word “famous.” Though attempting to capture 

28 Waxman, Olivia B., “How Nazi Pink Triangles Symbol Was Reclaimed for LGBT Pride,” Time, 
May 31, 2018.
29 “Keith Haring: Jean-Michel Basquiat,” NGV.
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Haring, the stylization of a multi-view portrait with labels appears to be mimicking 
the medical journals that Basquiat finds so interesting. It is a simple image with less 
than Basquiat’s usual amount of layering; perhaps an attempt to draw from Haring’s 
own, two-dimensional artistry, but Basquiat’s short and aggressive lines energize the 
image and give Haring a sense of liveliness.

In another dedication, Portrait of Keith Haring 1984, Basquiat relies on his 
techniques for self-portraiture. When drawing himself, Basquiat frequently played 
into the stereotypes surrounding Black men, simplifying his image to emphasize his 
nose and dreadlocks, and occasionally adding anatomical details. Here he does the 
same for Haring, reducing him to a large red nose; a chunk of white, spiky hair; 
and a pair of glasses. Rings descend from his head like the beginning of a spine but 
the focus remains on Haring’s vividly colorful face. While he has not utilized either 
artist’s figurative vocabulary, Basquiat’s method of stylization fondly likens Haring 
to himself.

Haring’s famous homage to Basquiat was created after his death in 1988, 
titled A Pile of Crowns for Jean-Michel Basquiat. Rather than capturing Basquiat 
through literal portraiture, Haring opts for the symbolic. Basquiat’s crowns are 
stacked in a pile and made radiant by Haring, though some fall from the pile, 
making more apparent the loss of their creator. In the corner Haring has borrowed 
another of Basquiat’s most frequently used symbols, a copyright sign, as if to honor 
Basquiat by declaring his ownership of the crown he made famous. In a drawing 
eight years later, Untitled 1988, Haring depicts two crowns, one Basquiat’s, and 
one of his own design. Placing his more detailed and radiant crown over Basquiat's, 
Haring declares him King. 

Together, Haring and Basquiat developed a model for an artist of the people. 
As activists and champions of accessibility, they made work for underrepresented 
communities that sought to incite action for good. Persisting issues of systematic 
racism and discrimination against the LGBTQ+ community make their activism 
particularly relevant today, and their use of recognizable symbolism has made their 
work internationally beloved. Through their distinctly different styles, Haring and 
Basquiat communicated social and political ideas that enriched the arts world and 
fostered a new era of activist art for the everyday viewer. 

Kate McCowan Haring and Basquiat

Works Cited

Basquiat, Jean-Michel. “Hollywood Africans.” Hollywood Africans | Whitney Mu-
seum of American Art. Accessed March 15, 2020. https://whitney.org/collection/
works/453.

Dieckmann, Katherine. “Keith Haring.” ARTFORUM Magazine, September 1997.

Flood, Richard. “Keith Haring Journals.” ARTFORUM Magazine, November 1996.

Grishin, Sasha. “'Nothing Quite Prepares You for the Impact of This Exhibition': 
Haring Basquiat at the NGV.” The Conversation, December 2, 2019. https://the-
conversation.com/nothing-quite-prepares-you-for-the-impact-of-this-exhibition-
haring-basquiat-at-the-ngv-128100.

Hoberman, Mara. “Keith Haring: The Political Line.” The Brooklyn Rail, Inc., July 
2013. https://brooklynrail.org/2013/07/artseen/keith-haring-the-political-line.

Hubbard, Sue. “Basquiat Had All the Credentials for an Art-World Darling.” New 
Statesman & Society, March 22, 1996.

Kalb, Peter R. “Chapter 3, Chapter 4.” In Art since 1980: Charting the Contempo-
rary. Upper Saddle River: Pearson, 2014.

“Keith Haring: Jean-Michel Basquiat.” NGV. Accessed March 15, 2020. https://
www.ngv.vic.gov.au/exhibition/keith-haring-jean-michel-basquiat/.

McGrath, Katherine. “A Major Keith Haring Mural in New York City Gets a Sec-
ond Life.” Architectural Digest, August 19, 2019. https://www.architecturaldigest.
com/story/crack-is-wack-keith-haring-mural-in-new-york-city-gets-second-life.

Montague, Jessica. “An Investigation into the Enduring Appeal of Artists Jean-Mi-
chel Basquiat and Keith Haring.” Vogue Australia, December 9, 2019. https://
www.vogue.com.au/culture/features/an-investigation-into-the-enduring-ap-
peal-of-artists-jeanmichel-basquiat-and-keith-haring/news-story/468c29af54c-
3109d12a5870e660b922e.

“Pop Shop.” Pop Shop | Keith Haring. Accessed March 15, 2020. http://www.har-
ing.com/!/pop-shop.

Raffel, Amy. “Keith Haring, Subway Drawings.” Smarthistory, February 24, 2017. 
https://smarthistory.org/keith-haring-subway-drawings/.

Ricard, René. “The Radiant Child.” ARTFORUM Magazine, December 1981. 
https://www.artfor um.com/print/198110/the-radiant-child-35643.

Saggese, Jordana Moore. “Jean-Michel Basquiat and the American Canon.” In 



Abstract:

52 Kate McCowan

Re-Envisioning the Contemporary Art Canon: Perspectives in a Global World, edited by 
Ruth Iskin, 59-73. Routledge, 2017.

Sawyer, Miranda. “The Jean-Michel Basquiat I Knew...” The Guardian, Guardian 
News and Media, September 3, 2017. www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2017/
sep/03/jean-michel-basquiat-retrospective-barbican.

Sember, Robert, and David Gere. “ “‘Let the Record Show’ … Art Activism and the 
AIDS Epidemic.” American Journal of Public Health 96, no. 6 (June 2006) 967–969.  
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2006 .089219.

Sheff, David. “Keith Haring, An Intimate Conversation.” The Keith Haring Founda-
tion, August 1989, www.haring.com/!/selected_writing/rolling-stone-1989.

Sischy, Ingrid. “For the Love of Basquiat.” Vanity Fair, May 2014. https://archive.
vanityfair.com/article/2015/11/for-the-love-of-basquiat.

Watson, Meg. “'We Were All a Little Bit Punk': Haring, Basquiat and the Art That 
Defined 80s New York.” The Guardian, Guardian News and Media, February 23, 
2020. https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2020/feb/24/we-were-all-a-lit-
tle-bit-punk-haring-basquiat-and-the-art-that-defined-80s-new-york.

Waxman, Olivia B. “How Nazi Pink Triangles Symbol Was Reclaimed for LGBT 
Pride.” Time, May 31, 2018. https://time.com/5295476/gay-pride-pink-trian-
gle-history/.

This paper aims to present an indisputable argument concern-
ing ethical obstacles facing the National Football League (NFL) 
with the recent development of research surrounding traumatic 
brain injuries of professional football players. Chronic Traumatic 
Encephalopathy (CTE) is a diagnosis used to describe the results 
of repetitive head trauma, like playing tackle football, which can 
manifest later in life as depression, memory loss, confusion, and 
has been associated with suicide as well. This topic boomed when 
neuropathologist, Bennet Omalu and Dr. Anne McKee published 
their research findings promoting a relationship between CTE 
and football. As a result, the media, such as The New York Times, 
misconstrued this correlation as causation leading to public outcry 
on this issue. Faulty research methods, overly concrete or accept-
ed results, and most importantly an analysis of the principles of 
ethics allow one to clearly understand that the NFL should not 
be held responsible for the long term health effects of the game of 
American football.
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A fiery, ongoing debate surrounds the ethics of allowing anyone, including 
professional athletes of the National Football League (NFL), to play tackle football. 
A newfound correlation between brain injury and football greatly concerns neu-
rological researchers, fans, players, their families and loved ones, team owners and 
the leadership of the NFL. A study published in 2005 by neuropathologist Bennet 
Omalu incited this apprehension over the well-being of football players.1 His study 
focused on the American football player Mike Webster, diagnosed and deceased at 
age 50 from a form of a neurodegenerative disease called Chronic Traumatic En-
cephalopathy (CTE) that had never previously been identified in football players.2 
Omalu’s finding, along with the growing body of research surrounding the correla-
tion between CTE and playing football, prompted the NFL’s controversial response 
to the harmful effects of tackle football on the brains of their players. After careful 
examination and analysis of the ethical dilemmas surrounding this issue, it is clear 
that the NFL is not at fault for the harm caused to football players of all levels, and 
moreover, that the NFL should not disallow athletes to participate in professional 
football. 

 To begin, one must understand and define CTE and its various effects 
and manifestations. CTE is currently understood to be caused by head trauma, 
especially when it is repetitive, such as from the tackles one undergoes in a single 
football game. With NFL teams averaging around 1,000 combined tackles across 
only 16 games in 2019, it is possible that football could cause repetitive head trau-
ma.3 “Concussion is defined as a closed-head injury usually caused by blunt-force 
impact… and generally are not life-threatening but may involve long-term as well as 
short-term health problems.”4 Concussions, once thought to have temporary con-
sequences, precede CTE, however, repetitive “sub-concussive” blows can do just 
as much, if not more, damage over time.5 While the concussions may “heal,” the 
brain could succumb to lasting effects later in life such as “memory loss, confusion, 
depression and dementia, and even suicide.”6 

Additionally, the biological marker which is a major key to diagnosing CTE 
(post-mortem) is a protein called Tau. When in excess in a brain, it spreads in clus-

1 Jeanne Marie Laskas, “The Brain That Sparked the NFL's Concussion Crisis,” The Atlantic (Atlantic 
Media Company, December 2, 2015).
2 Breslow, Jason M. “The Autopsy That Changed Football.” PBS. Public Broadcasting Service, 
October 6, 2013.
3 “2019 NFL Defense Tackles Stats by Team,” NFL, accessed November 30, 2020.
4 “Injury: Concussion." UXL Encyclopedia of Diseases and Disorders. Encyclopedia. 19 Oct. 2020 
(Encyclopedia.com, December 8, 2020).
5 Joe Ward, Josh Williams, and Sam Manchester, “111 N.F.L. Brains. All But One Had C.T.E.,” The 
New York Times (The New York Times, July 25, 2017).
6 Ibid.

ters and kills brain cells (neurons) causing more serious neurological symptoms over 
time.7 Early symptoms appear in a patient’s 20s to 30s and progress to more cog-
nitive symptoms in their 40s or 50s. However, CTE has been found in athletes as 
young as high-school-aged athletes ages 14-18 and at all levels of the game.8 Cur-
rently, there is no treatment available for CTE. 

A diagnosis of CTE is clearly a burden to NFL players and their overall 
well-being. A study, which gained national attention, openly demonstrated the 
magnitude of the correlation between time playing football and CTE. Published 
in 2017, Dr. Ann McKee boasts the examination of 111 deceased ex-NFL players’ 
brains from across all positions with the finding that 110 of those players had CTE 
at the time of their death (99%).9 Why then, is it not the fault of the NFL for allow-
ing such injuries to occur which lead to this end? To answer this curious thought, 
consider the following premises:

1. Football playing, especially at the elite level of the NFL players, is 
strongly positively correlated with a diagnosis of CTE.

2. A CTE diagnosis interrupts a patient’s life by blurring decision-making 
and causing progressive cognitive impairments possibly leading to an 
untimely death by suicide.

3. Therefore, football is maleficent, and the NFL should ban football.

On first glance, the premises seem to pose an indisputable argument on the 
basis of nonmaleficence. For the purposes of this argument, let nonmaleficence be 
defined as “[one] should not cause unnecessary injury or harm to those in [their] 
care.”10 So then, why would an organization, such as the NFL, continue to support 
and encourage a sport such that its players are endangered to a diagnosis of CTE as 
a result of playing this game? One might come up with possible explanations such 
as profit, entertainment, or even tradition. But, the fault in this argument lies in the 
fact that the NFL is not, by any means, forcing anyone to play the game of Amer-
ican football. Players themselves make the decision to agree to the risks involved 
with playing football. Therefore, the NFL is not requiring any players to play against 
their own free will and they are not at fault for the potential risks of the game. 
Namely, the CTE diagnosis of NFL players is not due to actions of the NFL directly, 
and thus, nonmaleficence is not applicable in this situation. Taking this one step 

7 “What Is CTE?,” Concussion Legacy Foundation, August 11, 2020.
8 Jill Martin, “NFL Acknowledges CTE Link with Football. Now What?,” CNN (Cable News Net-
work, March 16, 2016).
9 Joe Ward, Josh Williams, and Sam Manchester, “111 N.F.L. Brains. All But One Had C.T.E.” 
10 Lewis Vaughn and Lewis Vaughn, “Chapter I: Moral Reasoning in Bioethics,” in Bioethics Princi-
ples, Issues, and Cases (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2020), pp. 3-28.
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further, the NFL has made strides to change the beloved American pastime in order 
to make it safer for their players. This will be examined further in a later argument. 

The autonomy of players is a headlining concern for the ethical consider-
ations of the correlation. For the purposes of this argument, let autonomy be de-
fined as “the capacity to decide for oneself and pursue a course of action in one’s 
life, often regardless of any particular moral content.”11 Surely, if players knew of 
the risks involved and the horror of CTE, they would quit participating in football 
immediately to prevent what happened to Fred McNiel from happening to them. 
Former NFL player Fred McNiel’s family described his decline while suffering from 
CTE as seeing “Fred transform from a fun loving family man at the center of their 
lives into a man who was dealing with symptoms of memory loss, anger and depres-
sion that tore their family apart.”12

It would be interesting to be able to turn back time and examine whether 
McNeil would have quit the game knowing what consequences he would incur. 
Contrary to the sensical belief that players concerned with the risk of developing 
CTE would quit, many players state that they would not change their decisions to 
play or their devotion to this game, even with the risks explained. Brian Dawkins of 
the Philadelphia Eagles says, “he has no symptoms but will accept whatever comes 
from his decision to play as long as [he] did (16 seasons),” and Thomas Davis of the 
Carolina Panthers admits, “I would be lying if I said I didn't get nervous about that 
stat [McKee’s findings of 99%]. But this game, I just love it so much.”13 Professional 
football players are just that; people who devote their entire lives to a game just to 
be able to play at the most elite level possible: the NFL. Extrapolation of the feelings 
of the aforementioned players leads to the conclusion that unless the NFL truly did 
cancel football completely, the players would never quit themselves, no matter the 
risk. To examine this idea further, consider the following premises: 

1. A person chooses whether or not to partake in a particular action,
2. This action is positively correlated with a harmful effect to their health,
3. This harmful effect is public knowledge and experts warn against the 

action, and
4. Therefore, no one should choose to do this action with regards to their 

health.

 Once again, the argument seems valid until one considers the fact that 

11 James Fieser and Jane Dryden, “Autonomy” in The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1998.
12 Nadia Kounang, “Ex-NFL Player Confirmed as 1st Case of CTE in Living Patient,” CNN (Cable 
News Network, November 16, 2017).
13 Chris Chavez, “NFL Players Discuss CTE Findings in Ex-Player Brains,” Sports Illustrated, July 
26, 2017.

historically, people will do as they please, even after the risks have been explained to 
them. Consider that many people go skydiving as a “fun adventure” in which they 
knowingly accept the risk that if their parachute fails or they mess up the landing 
they could die. Yet, 350,000 people complete over 3 million jumps in a typical year, 
so the risks do not stop people from skydiving!14 A more common example of people 
ignoring health-related risk is the continued use of tobacco for cigarette smoking. 
Even after the Surgeon General, a highly esteemed expert in the field of medicine, 
exposed the risks of smoking tobacco and the strong positive correlation to lung 
cancer, there are still people who smoke!15 So, why would the case be any different 
replacing the action of smoking or sky diving with playing football? Autonomy 
describes, in part, the idea of informed consent. If one emphasizes the use of “in-
formed” then one can see why the NFL allowing football does not wrongly encroach 
upon the players’ autonomy. In fact, the NFL strives to provide adequate education 
to all players so that they “have full understanding of the specific long- and short-
term consequences of an NFL career, including the risk of neurological problems, 
such as CTE.”16 Autonomy allows an individual to assess their own risk and weigh 
what is most important to them to make their own decisions; as for the players in 
the NFL, playing the game of football is worth the risk. 

 Now, individuals may point out that the NFL did indeed withhold re-
search from their players and the public when studies about CTE were first in cir-
culation.17 Instead of accepting the scientific results published in world-renowned 
journals, the NFL refuted the conclusions by attacking the reputation of Omalu, 
McKee, and other pioneers in this research by questioning the validity and method-
ology of the studies.18 But, their reluctance to acknowledge the connection between 
playing football and CTE came from the novelty of the findings and methodolog-
ical errors that lack abundantly clear causal relationships. Consider the following 
argument: 

1. An accredited researcher performed an observational study.
2. The study results were published in a scientific journal.
3. Thus, the study results must be infallible. 

Presumably, the publication of a study in a journal would mean that what 
was found is of interest to furthering scientific thought and principles, and the 

14 Marshall Brain, “How Skydiving Works,” HowStuffWorks (HowStuffWorks, August 27, 2002).
15 Jill Martin, “NFL Acknowledges CTE Link with Football. Now What?”
16 Mikayla Paolini, "NFL Takes a Page from the Big Tobacco Playbook: Assumption of Risk in the 
CTE Crisis," Emory Law Journal 68, no. 3 (2019): 607-642.
17 “The NFL Tried to Intimidate Scientists Studying the Link between Pro Football and Traumatic 
Brain Injury,” Union of Concerned Scientists, October 11, 2017.
18 Ibid.
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conclusions drawn must be true. However, in the case of CTE studies on football 
players, the majority of studies were composed of anecdotal convenience samples 
which casts doubt in the eyes of any statistician.19 For example, a critic of the McKee 
study makes the claim about the sample that, “From a scientific perspective, this 
represents a non-objective or biased group” and suggests that “For this study to be 
properly constructed, the experimental group needs to be randomly chosen from all 
football players.”20 He goes on to scientifically argue that the observations made by 
McKee only form connections between CTE and behavioral dysfunction and not 
necessarily football and CTE due to the fact that the individuals’ whose brains were 
donated all had cognitive, mood, or dementia problems and did not include foot-
ball players without cognitive, mood, or dementia issues.21 This is a clear example 
of research lacking adequate controls.22 Since no brains were tested which were not 
from football players who did not have behavioral problems, how could one pos-
sibly conclude that CTE is associated with playing football and not any of the 
millions of confounding variables present in the study? For these many reasons, the 
study was claiming untrue statistical conclusions which read as a causal relationship 
between football and CTE. 

The problem here is associated with observational research, in which causal-
ity cannot be determined. Since the researcher is not controlling every variable and 
implementing a treatment (x) with an outcome (y), the researcher cannot “prove” 
that (x) causes (y). Thus, the study which caught the eye of millions is, at best, only 
collected data.  What if Omalu had only found CTE in Mike Webster’s brain from 
life experiences outside the time he spent playing in the NFL? If all it took was one 
scientific publication to convince people that what was published was fact, scientific 
papers would serve as “laws” upon publication. This cannot possibly be true since 
any publication can be retracted at any point in time for any reason found to dis-
credit the work. 

Scientific developments follow a harmonic flow of new exciting research, 
duplication of methods with different results, retraction due to critics, even more 
discovery, retraction due to new information, more discovery, etc. If this were not 
the case, the paper published in 1998 linking the mumps, measles, rubella (MMR) 
vaccine to autism would still be considered “law.”23 It has since been retracted on 

19 A.J. Russo, “Football Brain Study Flawed,” Baltimore Sun (Baltimore Sun, June 7, 2019).
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid.
22 Ibid.
23 Laura Eggertson, “Lancet Retracts 12-Year-Old Article Linking Autism to MMR Vaccines,” CMAJ 
: Canadian Medical Association journal = journal de l'Association medicale canadienne (Canadian Medical 
Association, March 9, 2010).

the basis of faulty methodology and still there are individuals who believe routine 
vaccination causes autism which of course is not true. Thus, even though Dr. McKee 
concluded that there is a relationship between CTE and football, one should not 
take this finding as “law” simply because she is an expert and it was published in a 
journal. Moreover, the lack of an identifiable causal relationship confirms that the 
NFL is not causing undue suffering to the players within their league. Consider the 
following: 

1. The NFL is first and foremost a business. 
2. Businesses are made to earn profit.
3. Businesses earning profit will exploit any means necessary to gain more 

profits.
4. Thus, the NFL will do anything to earn profit, even at the expense of 

their players.

This claim may seem true when considering the profitability of the NFL, 
however, the NFL has done a lot to try to make the game as safe as possible without 
creating a completely different game. While facing the scrutiny of the players, the 
NFL has made changes to the method of tackling, the types of helmets allowed, and 
various other new regulations.24 

Employing a biomechanical engineer, the NFL funded studies to determine 
the aspects of the game that most-aligned with an increase in concussions.25 One 
study found that helmet-to-helmet hits were responsible for 46% of all concussions. 
Therefore, the NFL determined that a 15-yard penalty, a fine, and possibly ejection 
would now be routine for any player that lowered their head on a tackle. The NFL 
also worked with the National Football League Players’ Association (NFLPA) to 
assess the protocol to be used to rule out possible concussions immediately.26 The 
current, agreed-upon protocol is to have an Unaffiliated Neurotrauma Consultant 
(UNC) on the sideline to do a thorough concussion screening with anyone who is 
suspected of having a concussion.27 In addition to this, in more severe cases, a locker 
room evaluation is warranted, all coaches and team staff are required to report in-
jured players directly to medical staff, and anyone who is checked for a concussion 
must undergo a follow-up examination the following day.28 Evidently, the NFL 
shows that they care about their players through the implementation of research 

24 Kevin Seifert, “The NFL's Latest Safety Measures Face Resistance from Players,” ESPN (ESPN 
Internet Ventures, August 9, 2018).
25 Ibid.
26 “NFL-NFLPA Joint Statement on Concussion Protocol,” NFL Players Association, December 29, 
2017.
27 Ibid.
28 Ibid.
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and conclusions drawn from it, suggesting that the NFL acts in the best interest of 
everyone involved. If their players are decidedly taking the risk to play football, the 
NFL is doing everything in their power to protect the players from harm.  Although 
they cannot prevent all football injuries without changing the entire game, they 
have made an effort to promote safe technique in their players. 

Lastly, the NFL is a world-renowned business which greatly benefits the 
United States in infrastructure and entertainment projects for cities of NFL fran-
chises, various philanthropic endeavors, and the support of countless foundations. 
In 2018, the NFL generated over $16 billion in revenue which is allocated to play-
er salaries, stadium operations, travel expenses, prime-time television agreements, 
etc.29 The NFL foundation, “dedicated to improving the lives of those touched by 
football,” also supports a number of grants geared towards community well-being as 
well as natural disaster relief, fitness curriculum for schools and teachers, etc.30 For 
example, the NFL established “Play 60” in order to empower children to get phys-
ically active for at least 60 minutes a day.31 Without this national campaign, there 
would be less emphasis on movement during the day and could contribute to the 
growing childhood obesity epidemic which has been brought to the front of people’s 
minds by commercials paid for by the NFL. Thus, the removal of the NFL and the 
game of football would eliminate any positive effects that cities and beneficiaries 
from their relationships to a franchise feel as a result of this philanthropic effort. 

The bottom line is that the game of football may not be safe, and it may 
be associated with long-term neurological damage, but Americans will never be 
stopped from playing or supporting the game. For most Americans, it is the appeal 
of the Sundays spent binging on too much food, rooting for the team that one’s par-
ents raised them to support, or playing the game that one began playing at a young 
age at the highest level; football is more than a game to many individuals. Since the 
players choose to play the game, a player’s autonomy is not violated by the NFL. 
Also, the research supporting a “causal” relationship between CTE and football is 
methodologically flawed and, thus, since the NFL does not directly cause harm to 
their players, it is not unethical by means of nonmaleficence for the NFL to con-
tinue to allow the playing of tackle football. That said, the NFL spends money and 
significant effort to make play safer through improved equipment, protocols, rules, 
and fines related to gameplay.  Perhaps one day young children and their parents will 
be made aware of the possible harmful effects of football and choose another youth 

29 Thomas Barrabi. “What Is the NFL Worth? Revenue, Team Values and Other Financial Facts.” 
Fox Business (Fox Business, February 4, 2020).
30 “The Economic and Social Impact of the NFL,” NFL Football Operations, accessed December 4, 
2020.
31 “Play 60,” NFL, accessed April 19, 2021.

sport to focus on eventually resulting in football becoming unpopular. But, for the 
time being, if players are choosing to play with the risks fully explained to them, 
then it is only the players themselves who are to blame for their own neurological 
state in retirement.   
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Abstract:

The History and Future of Hip Hop 
Dance and Hip Hop Dance Education:
Where Have We Been, and How Can We Move Forward?

Hip hop dance taught in the studio setting is often commodified 
and taught out of the correct historical and cultural context; in 
order to teach hip hop dance in a holistic and contextualized way, 
teachers must utilize a curriculum that addresses the historical 
context of moves, emphasizes community, and challenges dancers 
to critically think about the dance style and their accessibility to it. 
Hip hop dance is an umbrella term that refers to several different 
styles. Each of these has historically been taught out of specific 
music and cultural contexts. As hip hop was commodified and 
moved into the public eye, much of the context and facts of the 
dance were lost or changed. In order to create a curriculum that 
is both holistic and accurate, teachers must reach back to the way 
hip hop is taught in the street, and bring that context into the 
studio.
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Hailey McMichael-Holliday
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Dance
Hip hop is a dance form that is often exciting and energizing to audience 

members and dancers alike. This dance style is rooted in community and unity, and 
is historically meant to bring people together and provide avenues for communica-
tion and freedom. It is also a dance style that has been largely commodified in soci-
ety, and, because of movement from the original version of the dance on the street 
into the eye of the mainstream media, much of the dance style has been confused 
or misinterpreted by the general public. This version of the dance, which “destroys 
the individual structures” of each type of hip hop technique, is now being taught in 
dance studios across the country, without the provision of the original socio-cultural 
and historical context (Pabon). This weakens the presence of the original hip hop es-
sence, and generations of dancers are being taught a false version of hip hop. While 
being in the public eye helped hip hop become a more popular dance style, it came 
at the cost of the preservation of hip hop history and tradition. The appropriation 
of hip hop began occurring, and as dancers that learned this unauthentic version of 
hip hop become older and become dance teachers themselves, the cycle is continued 
and the essence is further diluted.

In an article on what appropriation looks like in society, especially regard-
ing hip hop, called “When We Talk About Cultural Appropriation, We Should 
Be Talking About Power” by Lauren Michele Jackson, Jackson discusses the power 
behind appropriation, and the negative effects on the culture that is being appro-
priated. She writes:

When the powerful appropriate from the oppressed, society’s im-
balances are exacerbated and inequalities prolonged… The things black 
people make with their hands and minds, for pay and for the hell of it, 
are exploited by companies and individuals who offer next to nothing in 
return. White people are not penalized for flaunting black culture - they 
are rewarded for doing so, financially, artistically, socially and intellectually 
(Jackson).

Hip hop dance, as it moved into the public eye, had a cool factor that was 
seen as desirable by the larger culture. Without being embedded in the historical 
context, and the context of oppression that hip hop arose out of, dance studios were 
able to use hip hop dance for financial gain, and white people, celebrities, and art-
ists, as well as the larger media, were able to use hip hop for social, commercial, and 
financial gain. Additionally, as hip hop culture continues to be appropriated without 
the correct context, without paying respect to dance pioneers, and without being 
embedded in the history, the dance form loses its authenticity, and the dance is not 
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only stolen for gain, but it is warped into something it is not.
As a dance community, we need to address the problems in the current hip 

hop curriculum of studio settings, and create a curriculum and pedagogy that ac-
knowledges the historical context and preserves the original meaning, aesthetics, 
technique, and essence of hip hop. Ideally, the intention behind and practical effects 
of this curriculum will create a setting that moves studio hip hop towards a street 
based hip hop context. As dancers are embedded in an accurate historical and cul-
tural context, the cycle of incorrect teaching and appropriation will stop, or at the 
very least lessen, and will be turned into a cycle of “replanting,” as Anthony Colon 
says in the quote later in this paper.

The History of Hip Hop: Where and How Did Hip Hop Originate?

Much of the hip hop history that is shared in the media today, or appears to 
be common knowledge, is mis-recorded, confused, or has inconsistent timelines. 
This is due to the fact that, as Riggs shared in the “St James Encyclopedia of Hip 
Hop Culture,” as hip hop was beginning to be noticed outside of its niche, by the 
larger society, media began reporting on the hip hop phenomenon. There was much 
confusion about what styles were what, and styles were often confused with each 
other, and not associated with the correct dance pioneers. This has trickled down 
into today’s dance and commercial culture. In order to understand how hip hop has 
changed in its transition to the dance studio, as well as how dance educators can 
move forward with a helpful and informed curriculum, one needs to understand 
how hip hop came to be, and the correct historical context. As Maria Daniel says in 
“Miseducation of Hip Hop Dance,” hip hop today is more often than not “taught 
out of context, and dance educators run the risk of crossing the line between cre-
ativity and disrespect of the Hip Hop culture.” Additionally, in order to teach studio 
hip hop in a way that reflects the way street hip hop is taught, one must understand 
how street hip hop is taught.

Hip hop dance is interdependent with the rest of hip hop culture. It is both 
coming out of a variety of hip hop facets, and making integral contributions to 
other aspects of hip hop. In her book “Hip-Hop Culture,” Judy Cummings writes 
about the four pillars of said culture. While there are technically nine that are con-
tested, there are four main pillars that seem to be agreed upon by the greater group 
of dancers, and several hip hop pioneers and scholars. These four are DJing (the 
creation and mixing of sounds and music that are integral to hip hop), MCing (per-
forming alongside or working with the DJ to partner with the music and interact 

with the crowd), B-boying (the early foundation/beginnings of hip hop), and graffiti 
(the visual component of hip hop, used to send messages and make art). There is 
also a fifth, less generally accepted, element: knowledge. This refers to the sharing 
of historical and cultural context, giving credit where credit is due, and passing on 
information. Each of these elements contributes to hip hop dance and culture, and 
helps us to understand the dance form more holistically.

Hip hop, as it is known and understood today, was born in the early 1970s 
with the creation of b-boying. It was not a style created in a traditional studio set-
ting, but was an “underground dance movement” that came about as an “alterna-
tive to gang fighting: that is, a non-violent resolution to the problems of the street 
through the creative use of the body, mind, and space without weapons” (Riggs 
“Breakdancing”). B-boying, like all hip hop styles, has an intimate connection with, 
and was born out of, its music style: older songs that were mixed together and fash-
ioned with a break. For this style in particular, the musical inspiration was the break 
in a song (hence the name, break dancing), which is the instrumental portion of the 
song, or the part of the song that changes from the regular flow of the song (similarly 
to a bridge). Before moving forward, it is important to note that break dancing is a 
popularly used umbrella term that has come about with the commodification of hip 
hop, and the name b-boying, regardless of gender, is actually preferred, in part be-
cause many in the media use the term to conflate several dance styles with disparate 
origins (Riggs “Breakdancing”). The term breakdancing seems to be used by only 
“cultural outsiders.” As a consequence of this, common knowledge tends to view 
hip hop, as an umbrella, originating in the streets of New York, and the traditions 
and contributions by west coast artists are often left out of the narrative (Pabon). 
Moving forward, we will be attempting to acknowledge all contributions.

B-boying, and the music associated with it, can be considered the historical 
anchor for the transition from the soul era to the hip hop era (Schloss 19). While 
hip hop roots, traditions, and images can be traced all the way back to the begin-
nings of the African diaspora, for the sake of understanding hip hop’s current cultur-
al context, and considering the context of dance education, we will be focusing on 
hip hop as it has appeared since the 1970s. As this is when b-boying first appeared, 
this is widely accepted by the majority of hip hop dance pioneers as the true begin-
ning of hip hop dance, a beginning that started in congruence with DJ Kool Herc 
and his musical contributions.

Back to the break: the long break style in the music that led to b-boying 
was created by DJ Kool Herc. While the breaks already existed in the music, DJ 
Kool Herc utilized mixing and turntables to create breaks that were longer, allowing 
dancers to move within the break (often considered the favorite part of the song) for 
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longer amounts of time. This began to be a regular occurrence for DJs, as it became 
clear that the dancers enjoyed the long breaks. However, it was not just about the 
musical break; as Schloss notes on page 19 of his book on b-boy culture and history: 
“it became a break from everyday life, allowing the dancer to enter a heightened 
world where ideas about time and space and spirituality and style could be addressed 
through raw physicality.” As this became the norm at parties, clubs, and anywhere 
else a live DJ would be playing, a dance form began to emerge in congruence with 
the song: b-boying.

The early forms of b-boying became known as top rocking. This is the move-
ment that a b-boy does while he or she is standing, before they break down and go 
to the floor. This is where b-boying began, before any floorwork, and it is primarily 
influenced by “Brooklyn uprocking, tap, lindy hop, James Brown's ‘good foot,’ sal-
sa, Afro-Cuban and various African and Native American dances” (Pabon). There 
is an emphasis on community in hip hop, in that there is an emphasis on sharing 
and disseminating new information and moves, through teaching each other, and 
through battles and competitions. When moves were created, dance groups would 
use them and they would be moved into a public space, they would be taught to 
each other, or they would be picked up as people used them in battles. There is 
also an emphasis on paying homage to the innovators and artists in the hip hop 
industry, and understanding the history (knowledge and understanding the history 
is one of the other contested pillars of hip hop). Because of this emphasis in sharing 
information and the pressure of competition to innovate, top rocking advanced 
relatively quickly into more floor work, including “footwork and freezes” (Pabon). 
As dancers learned each other's moves, there continued to be a huge push to adapt 
and challenge each other. The battles of different dance groups and individuals, as 
well as the sharing of moves in ciphers (a circle of dancers with one person in the 
middle who is improvising, being fed energy from the circle), led to increasingly dif-
ficult floorwork moves that required incredible physical strength, known as power 
moves, which developed in the early 1980s. The idea of the cipher came up again 
and again; in Pabon’s article, Schloss’ book, Daniel’s article, and Riggs’ book is the 
idea of the cipher. The cipher is an incredibly powerful and integral piece of hip 
hop dance and culture, dating all the way back to the African diaspora. The cipher 
is a circle of people, in which the edges make the audience, and a person is in the 
middle of the cipher improvising. After a short amount of time, the dancer moves 
to the edge of the circle and a new person moves into the circle. However, it is not 
simply one person dancing and everyone else watching. There is constant energy, 
encouragement, and excitement flowing throughout the circle. There is a wealth of 
information being shared; it is a place for vulnerability and raw expression, and a 

place for community. 
In the late ‘60s through the mid ‘70s, Brooklyn uprocking was also being 

created and becoming popular. This style was “more confrontational. Typically, two 
opponents faced each other and engaged in a war dance” (Pabon). This style also 
relied heavily on utilizing humor and physical communication to engage those on 
the outside edges of the cipher, and to intimidate the opponent. This dance style was 
also inspired by the breaks in songs.

On the other side of the country, the west coast dance scene was also birthing 
a new dance style, based on R&B and soul music. The dance style became known 
as locking (Pabon). Popping, which is often confused with locking, but is focused 
more on contractions and popping isolations, also originated during this time. In 
1976, the Electric Boogaloo Lockers, one of a few specific groups that brought hip 
hop into the public eye through performances on television shows like Soul Train, 
was formed by Sam Soloman, who created the dance style boogaloo (Pabon). 

A little less than twenty years after its conception, hip hop, and specifical-
ly, b-boying, made its way into the mainstream media. In the 1980s, several films 
featured b-boying and hip hop dance crews, like the extremely well known Rock 
Steady Crew in the movie “Flashdance” (Riggs “Rock Steady Crew”). The Rock 
Steady Crew was one of, if not the most, major player in moving b-boying into 
a global spotlight. After making several public appearances, including at olympic 
games, several films, and the stage, hip hop moved into the public eye and began to 
be greatly commodified and commercially successful.

 
Transition of Hip Hop into the Studio/Stage Setting

Though hip hop was moved into the public eye, because it was so commodi-
fied, the original messages and meaning behind the style have been phased out as the 
dance has moved from the street to the stage. It was, and continues to be, used across 
social media platforms and websites like Instagram and Youtube, as well as being 
commercialized for singers in music videos and onstage. The clothing that has been 
deemed hip hop clothing brings in a hefty profit for clothing stores. Additionally, 
dance studios profit by offering hip hop, or the hip hop that they have construed, as 
a class. In an interview, Buddha Stretch, a hip hop dance pioneer and historical icon, 
explains that he can count on one hand how many people are practicing true hip 
hop, and that it is not happening in studios. Much of the original hip hop culture is 
lost when moved onto a stage or into a studio.

The beginning of this loss originated when hip hop gained traction so quick-
ly in the 1980s. Misinformation (or lack of any information) was spread, and with-
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out anyone to correct it, the information shared was taken as common knowledge. 
For example, the different dance styles in hip hop are all dependently and intimately 
linked with specific styles of music, even down to specific albums or songs. As they 
were different styles, they also had different techniques and movement. However, all 
of the styles, “were mismatched and misrepresented during the 1980s media cover-
age of these dance forms” (Pabon). Pabon discusses the transition to the mainstream 
further. Because hip hop was largely commercialized, it was primarily seen in com-
mercials, on film, or on television. This greatly reduced the ability for a community 
to be participating in the dance and sharing energy, as it was not a live performance. 

This idea of reduced participation comes up again in the loss of the cipher 
in the studio. In the “Cypher” section of Encyclopedia of Hip Hop Culture, Riggs 
says: “While the nature of this dance circle is competitive, the circle formation itself 
is inclusive and participatory.” This is a great summary of what so much of the hip 
hop essence is, historically: a place of competition and innovation, but also a place 
of inclusivity and participation. So much of this is based on tradition, and the ener-
getic and organic sharing of information, largely in an improvisational way. This is a 
large part of the reason the cipher is so important, and it has largely been lost in the 
transition to the studio. Hip hop in the studio is being taught under the umbrella 
term ‘hip hop,’which is problematic in and of itself, as there are specific styles with-
in hip hop. Although it is being shared in studio spaces, it has lost this essence of 
tradition, community, and improvisation. Hip hop curriculum in the dance studio 
needs to be intentionally crafted within the historical context, with an emphasis on 
community and improvisation, in order to preserve a contextually accurate hip hop 
style, as well as allowing students to have an authentic hip hop experience. This re-
spects the dance pioneers and all those that contributed to the dance style, and takes 
a step away from commodification and appropriation to appreciation. Much of this 
falls on the dance teachers themselves as well, to educate themselves on this subject, 
before they can educate others.

What is Next For Curriculum? How Can Pedagogy be Changed?

Joseph Schloss’ book, “Foundation: b-Boys, b-Girls and Hip-Hop Culture 
in New York” is very helpful in considering how dance curriculum in the studio can 
move forward into something that positively reflects and participates in the histori-
cal and cultural context of the various hip hop dance styles. This is in large part due 
to the fact that he outlines how b-boys passed on knowledge and taught each other 
on the street. If this can be reflected in some, and ideally a large, capacity, it would 
create an environment in which the nature and essence of true hip hop is preserved. 

I quote an extremely helpful section of his book, from page 14, which included first 
hand ethnographic experience and research, here: 

Foundation is a term used by b-boys and b-girls to refer to an al-
most mystical set of notions about b-boying that is passed from teacher 
to student. In addition to the actual physical movements, it includes the 
history of the movements and the form in general, strategies for how to 
improvise, philosophy about dance in general, musical associations, and 
a variety of other subjects. The idea that a core b-boy philosophy should 
be so important that it requires a special term says a great deal about the 
dance and why it is so significant in the lives of its practitioners.

Not only do b-boys teach technique and the steps behind the style, but they 
embed students in the historical and cultural context of the dance. As Daniel notes 
in her article, there is a lack of respect for the dance form within studios, as there 
is no respect being paid to the history or the hip hop pioneers, and there is then 
appropriation happening. Hip hop dance is being taken and used, and used without 
accurate context. There is a huge amount of respect for the history and trailblazers 
of hip hop in the b-boy style of teaching, and this is the type of teaching that dance 
studios need to model their curriculum after.

Daniel, who has created a curriculum for her own holistic hip hop dance 
experience, emphasizes the need for the teaching of history and context, technique, 
rhythm and musicality (and the history behind the music), foundations of hip hop 
culture, battling and improvisation, and hip hop’s influence (and how it has been 
influenced) by society and culture globally (Daniel). This holistic approach, when 
combined with the efforts to keep traditions like the cipher, interpersonal interac-
tions in the studio classroom, and an emphasis on technique of individual hip hop 
styles and improvisation will greatly advance the hip hop curriculum in studios.

After reflecting on my research, I have come to realize that, even with a per-
fect, holistic, contextualized curriculum, much of the responsibility comes down to 
individual teachers to educate themselves and their students, and to experience hip 
hop firsthand. It also falls on those in positions of power within the dance studio 
to be careful in choosing who will be hip hop educators. Daniel directly addresses 
studios, wondering why there is such a low standard for hip hop teachers; would 
a studio hire a ballet teacher that had not had ample experience and/or education 
in the ballet field? No, and yet this seems to happen often in studio hip hop classes 
(Daniel). Dance teachers need to embed themselves in “historical context before she 
disseminates it. She must be able to acknowledge the painful history that surrounds 
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the content. Accordingly, as the instructor prepares, she must be able to enter Afri-
can American historical content, not only as a researcher in search of information, 
but also as a human being capable of empathy” (Risner and Stinson 4). The dance 
teacher must intentionally strive to learn and seek to understand, and, better yet, 
directly experience the social, cultural, and historical contexts of hip hop before 
attempting to teach any curriculum at all. Hip hop has been so commodified and 
commercialized that studios are now able to use the class for money, rather than ac-
tually respecting the roots of hip hop (Daniel). I will end with a quote from Antho-
ny Colon (a b-boy, graffiti artist, and martial artist) that I believe nicely summarizes 
this point, as well as the point that hip hop studio dance education needs to go back 
to the roots of improvisation, history, and community:

Battle, learn, but also teach. Don’t just take. . . . It’s like, if you’re 
taking the harvest, and you constantly eat from the harvest but you don’t 
replant. You don’t have nothing to harvest any more. And that’s the thing 
with hip-hop: a lot of people, they take, take, take, but they’re not re-
planting what they’re taking. . . . My thing is that I always tell them: teach 
everybody . . . . Because the main thing is that hip-hop, breaking, graffiti 
is about the people (Schloss).

Sample Curriculum

After researching what curriculum for hip hop should look like, I have what a 
basic breaking class curriculum should look like. This can and should be adjusted to 
fit your students, and the flow of your classroom, but in order to mirror the way the 
b-boy foundation is often taught outside of the studio, classes should focus heavily 
on dialogue, and have an improvisational tone. This requires the class to become 
very democratic, with a heavy emphasis on student creativity and dialogue, with a 
teacher’s guidance. 

Maria Daniels, in the curriculum discussed earlier in this paper, has, while 
not a literal curriculum, suggestions for a curriculum that are extremely helpful. 
She emphasizes acknowledging the history and cultural context, improvisation, and 
the importance of educating students on what the variety of hip hop styles are. 
However, she has not released a full curriculum, as I have done here, and I believe 
there should be a larger emphasis on teaching the class in a way that reflects the style 
of teaching that would be seen outside the studio setting. Additionally, I believe a 
larger emphasis on dialogue is important. The following curriculum comes out of 
this gap.

When this curriculum is taught, as well as in any hip hop class, dance teach-
ers should be prepared to put each dance move, as well as the entire class, into 
the correct historical context. For example, when teaching about the kickstep Kid-
NPlay, teachers should be prepared to contextualize the move and reference the 
rappers Kid and Play, who created the move. Additionally, music choices should 
be pulled from classic hip hop songs, rather than what is on the pop radio. Many 
playlists that hold only hip hop songs from the ‘70s through the ‘90s can be found 
online and on streaming platforms. It can also be helpful to use songs from musical 
artists that you will be teaching about in class.

Each class should begin with a warm up that includes basic foundational 
movements week to week and emphasizes musicality and rhythm. After the first 
week, introduce a cipher to the beginning of class so that students can assist in lead-
ing the warm up. This helps ease into improvisation, which many students (espe-
cially in beginning level classes) veer away from. After the warm up, teachers should 
teach the specific hip hop step, contextualizing it in the correct historical context.

Each class should have some aspects of discussion of context embedded in 
the class. For this curriculum, I included discussion topics that should take around 
30 minutes, depending on how long it takes for students to grasp the dance moves 
for that week. These topics were chosen based on accuracy and importance to the 
specific style that is being taught in the class. Additionally, each resource and topic 
is placed in a specific week so that the students are learning about hip hop history 
chronologically. These conversations are set up in this curriculum to be dialogue, 
but it would be helpful to include physical exercises that are paired with these con-
versations, that aid learning. I am interested in doing further research on how the 
learning of history can be integrated into the physical body within the classroom.

Each class should end with ample time for an improvisational cipher. This 
allows students to reflect on what they have learned physically, as well as allowing 
them to learn from each other, as breakers would outside of the studio. Additionally, 
it is helpful to integrate the historical context for the moves they have learned by 
integrating this knowledge into a physical context directly after the discussion.

Sample of 16 week curriculum, b-boy specific (1.5 hour classes)

Week 12 - review/discussion day
• Warm up (15 minutes)
• Review moves from all previous weeks, combining them with top rocks 

and footwork
• History discussion: Alien Ness (https://bboyrankingz.com/bboys/alien-
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ness/#/collapseTwo)
What did Alien Ness do that has not been done before? How has this 
affected culture or class today? Have you heard of Alien Ness before? If 
not, why do you think this is? What sticks out or seems important to you 
about his contributions to hip hop? How does this connect to what we 
have learned previously? How does what the students are learning connect 
them to each other and to history?

• Cipher to end the class (15 minutes)

Week 13 
• Warm up (15 minutes)
• Teach the windmill 
• History discussion: Electric Boogaloos (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Electric_boogaloo)
Everyone should see and/or learn the electric boogaloo move.
Sample questions for dialogue: What did the Electric Boogaloos do that 
has not been done before? How has this affected culture or class today? 
How is this crew similar and different to the Rock Steady Crew? Which 
of their contributions to hip hop culture sticks out to you the most? How 
does this connect to what we have learned previously?

• Cipher to end the class (15 minutes)

Week 16 -  review of previous weeks/extended discussion on history
• Warm up (15 minutes)
• Discussion

1. What stood out from the documentary?
2. How does that connect to what we are learning in class?
3. Who is their favorite person from hip hop history and why?
4. What is their favorite move they have learned in class? Who made it, 

and why is it important to acknowledge that?
5. How can we take what we learned in this class into the future?

• Cipher to end the class (45 minutes)

This curriculum is a sample for a basic class in breaking (however, it only 
shows 3 weeks for the sake of brevity). It draws on the foundation of b-boying, and 
the class is structured in a way (especially with the cipher at the end) that encourages 
learning in a similar way that foundation would be taught in the street form of the 
dance. This curriculum places an emphasis on history, and uses specifics and names 

of dance moves, rather than just having a general “hip hop” class. This is an example 
of the specificity required in teaching hip hop classes holistically in a dance studio. 
This class also delves into only the basics; there could be many levels of breaking 
offered. This does not even get into locking, popping, boogaloo, vogueing, com-
mercial dance, and many others. A generalized “hip hop class” is problematic if it is 
offered at many levels. The only way that could work is if it is to hip hop as “creative 
movement,” or an introductory class, is to jazz and ballet. It would need to have 
sections for many different styles, and there would still need to be specificity, and an 
emphasis on history and improvisation. Once a student moves past this level, classes 
should be organized into categories, with locking, popping, b-boying, vogueing, 
commercial dance, etc. being their own classes, taking a full semester, like this one.

Additionally, the resources chosen for the historical discussions in this class 
only scratch the surface of the resources that can be taught in a hip hop class. These 
seemed important to this specific curriculum, and so the resources can and should 
be shifted and changed as the style of the class is. Above all, the class needs to be 
rooted in historical accuracy/authenticity, and contextualized. If this is achieved, hip 
hop classes in dance studios will move towards offering an authentic hip hop dance 
experience in which, rather than students walking away with a commodified version 
of the style, students are able to educate and inform the world around them, and 
participate in the rich dance style that is hip hop.

Hailey McMichael-Holliday The History and Future of Hip Hop Dance
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Environmental Racism by Design:
A Critical Look at American Democracy

This paper critically analyzes whether contemporary United States 
environmental and housing policies are guilty of conscious and 
unconscious acts of environmental racism. A critical evaluation of 
environmental regulation and housing discrimination will be of-
fered. The paper will use Flint, Michigan as a brief case study. This 
paper argues that the United States has failed to address institu-
tionalized racism because it requires taking power away from those 
who have benefited from the construction of whiteness. Even in 
cases in which environmental racism are addressed, the use of the 
perpetrator perspective requires proof of racist intent for a racial 
discrimination claim to be valid, as seen in the Equal Protection 
Clause. Using “color-blind” interpretations of the Constitution 
neglects to recognize race as a source of inequality. The effects of 
environmental racism in public health is discernible. People of 
color experience significantly poorer health outcomes. Some of 
this could be explained by minority populations being exposed to 
higher concentrations of environmental pollution. The findings 
of this paper suggest that we need to seriously examine our legal 
system and public policy domain where apparent protection from 
discrimination may at times exacerbate  racial and socioeconomic 
inequities and injustice.
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The current pandemic and calls for Black liberation have once again brought 
to the forefront the racial inequities plaguing the United States. This paper looks at 
environmental racism as an integral part of American liberal democracy. Environ-
mental racism is a term popularized by Reverend Benjamin Chavis during the rise of 
the Environmental Justice movement which emerged in the 1980s (Zimring 2016). 
The term environmental racism is defined as the “processes that resulted in minority 
and low-income communities facing disproportionate environmental harms and 
limited environmental benefits” (Benz 2019). Data from studies have shown that 
the strongest predictor of “exposure and proximity to environmental hazards is race” 
(Benz 2019). The struggle to address environmental racism in the United States has 
been compounded by the country’s willful lack of attention towards issues of racial 
justice. 

The United States has been built in favor of white people, and has continued 
to function in their favor even after the Civil Rights era, when significant changes 
were made due to interest convergence.  Interest convergence was most evident in 
Brown v Board of Education. School integration was only allowed, because white 
people thought they would gain political and economic benefits if schools were 
desegregated. Changes in laws, however, have not resulted in racial equality. The 
United States has failed to address institutionalized racism because that would re-
quire taking power away from those who have benefited from the construction of 
whiteness. Even in cases in which environmental racism are addressed, the use of 
the perpetrator perspective requires “proof of racist intent for a racial discrimination 
claim to be valid” (Benz 2019), as seen in the Equal Protection Clause. Using “col-
or-blind” interpretations of the Constitution neglects to recognize race as a source 
of inequality. 

The effects of environmental racism in public health are discernible. People 
of color experience higher incidences of cancer, asthma, and overall poorer health 
(Diaz 2016). Some of this could be explained by minority populations being ex-
posed to higher concentrations of environmental pollution. 

In addition to the historical, political and social oppression of racial mi-
norities, the current economic orthodoxy of neoliberalism inherently favors groups 
which are not systematically disenfranchised by the model of market efficiency. 
Neoliberalism has been defined as “an ideology and package of policies that dei-
fy low taxes, macroeconomic stabilization (through low inflation and low public 
debt), financial and trade deregulation, privatization of public assets and services, 
and the retrenchment of the welfare state” (Gottschalk 2016). The retrenchment of 
the welfare state, in the name of balancing the budget, disproportionately affects 
racial minorities who depend on state support for health, education and sometimes 

basic income. Marc Lamont Hill states that neoliberalism exposes “the underside 
of American democracy, where countless citizens are rendered disposable through 
economic arrangements, public policy and social practice” (Hill 2016). The mantra 
of economic efficiency triumphs over notions of social justice and equity. Those 
that fail in the marketplace are blamed for their situation. In favoring protections 
of private property and wealth, the government must withdraw from protections, 
regulations and any welfare programs (Benz 2019). Since racial minorities and other 
vulnerable socioeconomic groups are disproportionately affected by privatization 
and the consequent reduction of public services in areas such as education, health 
and transportation in the name of market efficiency, neoliberalism conceals dis-
crimination against racial minorities with the mythical notion of a meritocracy. This 
paper will address the following question: Are contemporary United States environ-
mental and housing policies guilty of conscious and unconscious acts of environ-
mental racism? An analysis of environmental regulation and housing discrimination 
will be offered, which will be followed with a brief case study of Flint, Michigan.. 
The paper is structured as follows: The first section will offer a contemporary histor-
ical overview of environmental racism in the United States. The following section 
will analyze environmental regulation and deregulation, and its effects on racial mi-
norities. The subsequent section of the paper analyzes the Equal Protection Clause 
and evaluates its efficacy in promoting racial justice. Then the paper will address 
contemporary housing discrimination and its linkages to environmental injustice. 
Next, Flint, Michigan will be used as a case study to explore the linkages among all 
the sections discussed above. The penultimate section will argue that environmental 
and housing policies are being used as a tool for genocide in the United States. The 
final section offers an analytical conclusion.

History of Contemporary Environmental Racism: A Brief Overview

The history of environmental racism in the United States goes as far back 
as the displacement of indigenous people. More recently, “The KKK cast white 
identity as purity, mingling with Christian iconography to ensure white supremacy 
in elected office, in economic relations, and in sexuality...State legislatures wrote 
miscegenation laws that based public health on white purity at the risk of pollution” 
(Zimring 2016). So when suburban developers were building new neighborhoods, 
they appealed to white people. White people fled to the suburbs to maintain their 
“purity.” This segregation was further amplified when The Home Owners Loan 
Corporation gave rise to redlining. The system of redlining gave codes to neighbor-
hoods. Each code was associated with different races and their ability to live in par-
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ticular neighborhoods. In effect, racial minorities were being priced out of certain 
neighborhoods. The affluent neighborhoods received better education and health 
services than the poor non-white ones, which enhanced intergenerational inequal-
ities in income and wealth. In their neighborhoods, racial minorities noticed that 
they were receiving poor sanitation for decades. Ironically, many of these minorities 
worked in the sanitary industry according to the “analysis of occupational category 
by racial category in the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS),” which, 
“indicated that workers in most waste handling occupations became progressively 
less white between 1950 and 1970, with African American and Hispanic workers 
represented in these occupations well above their representation in the general pop-
ulation” (Zimring 2016). Thus, the white narrative of “purity” had severe conse-
quences on the health and work of non-white populations. 

Environmental (De)Regulation

Scholars have established that “the racial constructions of waste informed 
what work particular Americans performed, where particular Americans lived, and 
the proximity of waste materials to those work and residential patterns” (Zimring 
2016). But, studies about the relationship of minorities within neighborhoods and 
waste regulation have always been inconsistent in the past. While some data con-
cluded that waste regulatory bodies are discriminatory against non-whites, others 
haven’t seen such relationships. Research in 2016 discovered that regulatory bod-
ies are primarily discriminatory towards Hispanic communities (Konisky and Re-
enock 2016). Konisky’s and Reenock’s study takes into account risk factor, which 
establishes that regulators aren’t as likely to punish violating facilities in Hispanic 
neighborhoods compared to white neighborhoods when there are two variables at 
play. These variables are high risk levels and that, “regulators are more likely to in-
spect facilities within risky neighborhoods when there are very few Hispanics in the 
community” (Konisky and Reenock 2016). Cheapest and easiest sites are cleaned 
up first, but private interests and the number of responsible parties are also taken 
into account (Taylor 2014). This negatively impacts affected communities, because 
racial minorities generally have low political power, making their “private” interests 
less likely to be addressed. There is low input from minorities and the poor in en-
vironmental planning and regulatory processes because of “lack of access to infor-
mation, inconvenient timing and location of meetings, inadequate notification of 
land-use-related events, language and education barriers, and perceptions of ineffi-
cacy” (Taylor 2014). Education and income have a strong relationship with political 
power. In turn, political power is positively correlated with education, and medi-

an income is a measure of community influence on policy (Diaz 2016). In many 
situations, communities are forced to accept waste due to the Commerce Clause. 
The Commerce Clause prevents states from having stricter rules on environmental 
regulation, because courts claim safe disposal of waste is of national interest which 
is more important than local concerns (Taylor 2014). These local concerns are often 
those of racial minorities who cannot push back on the placement of waste in their 
communities because of low political power. The Environmental Protection Agency, 
which was created to protect all individuals and environmental health, has failed to 
address these issues successfully. The EPA created Title VI to prohibit, “any entity re-
ceiving federal funding from discriminating on the basis of race, color, national ori-
gin and the like” (Taylor 2014). Federal agencies were required to “‘make achieving 
environmental justice part of its mission,’” (Benz 2019) according to President Bill 
Clinton’s Executive Order 12898. Even such drastic attempts have failed, because 
there was no system created for accountability. President Clinton’s executive order 
was largely rhetorical and, thus, followed by little action. 

Equal Protection Clause: Some More Equal Than Others

As seen above, the foundation of regulatory bodies and other attempts to 
regulate the disproportionate environmental harms on racial minorities have of-
ten been followed by little action. The Equal Protection Clause in the Fourteenth 
Amendment was created so that every person is guaranteed equal rights. In regards 
to environmental racism, the Constitution has offered little protection for those 
affected by environmental harms, much like the regulatory bodies created. The 
Equal Protection Clause can only be utilized when the case shows intent. In Bean v 
Southwestern Management and R.I.S.E. v Kay, there has been a substantial amount 
of evidence, but no action has taken place because of the inability to prove intent. 
Having to prove intent fails to dismantle institutionalized discrimination and only 
recognizes one-time offenses of racism. Oftentimes racism is not intentionally man-
ifested, which is highlighted in the way the legal system and policy regime created 
in the United States disproportionately disfavor certain groups. 

Racial discrimination does not have to be intentional to have profound ef-
fects on a society. In Bean v Southwestern Management, a group of residents from the 
East Houston-Dyersdale community wanted to revoke Southwestern Waste Man-
agement’s permit to operate a solid waste facility near it. The residents presented his-
torical and statistical data to argue that “the TDH’s [Texas Department of Health’s] 
granting of the permit was part of a larger pattern of discrimination in the siting 
of solid waste facilities in the city” (Taylor 2014). The East Houston-Dyersdale 
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community was 60% minority, and in, “1975, 11 solid waste sites were located in 
census tracts that were 100% minority, but none were located in tracts that were 
100% Anglo” (Taylor 2014). Also, in 1971, county commissioners refused to grant 
permits near the same location which was near an “Anglo” school but now that 
area is predominantly Black (Taylor 2014). But, regardless of all the information 
presented, intent could not be found. In R.I.S.E. v Kay, there was a landfill placed 
within a 50% Black neighborhood, and residents based the case on the violation of 
the Equal Protection Clause. 95% of the people in the vicinity of the landfill were 
Black, and 100% of residents within a mile were Black. But, the judge cited East 
Bibb Twiggs v Macon-Bibb Planning and Zoning Commission, a case in which Robert 
Mullis and the Mullis Tree Service were granted permission to create a private land-
fill in a 60.9% Black neighborhood. There was not enough evidence to prove viola-
tion of the Equal Protection Clause, because “racially disproportionate impact alone 
is not sufficient to find that there was a violation of the Equal Protection Clause…
[action] must prove intentional discrimination” (Taylor 2014). 

The Equal Protection Clause has failed to protect communities being dispro-
portionately affected by environmental harms, due to its intent condition, which al-
lows for acts of discrimination to be unregulated and fails to recognize that discrim-
ination goes beyond intent. The cases discussed above strongly suggest that justice 
favors the powerful. Minority communities lack the financial and legal resources to 
counter those representing privilege, power, and whiteness.

Housing Discrimination: Modern Day Segregation

Although housing discrimination was banned in 1986 in the Fair Housing 
Act, it is still prevalent within the United States and has profound effects on those 
who have been disadvantaged by it. It is evident that good housing promotes mental 
and physical wellbeing. Where one lives determines exposure to pollution, access 
to healthcare, education, and even certain types of food (Frumkin 2005). Housing 
discrimination is defined as, “Discrimination in the housing markets that helps trap 
minorities in undesirable neighborhoods” (Taylor 2014). The 2006 National Fair 
Housing Alliance Report revealed 3.7 million instances of housing discrimination 
per year, but less than one percent of these  incidents were reported (Taylor 2014). 
White people are more likely to be shown houses in predominantly white neighbor-
hoods. On the other side of the story, minorities are more likely to be rejected when 
seeking houses in neighborhoods that have already been gentrified (Taylor 2014). 
Not only are minorities encouraged to leave their neighborhoods when they are gen-
trified, but they also struggle to find new homes within gentrified neighborhoods. 

This might be one of the contributing factors to why Black and Hispanic individuals 
generally own houses of lesser value than white individuals. Houses of lesser value 
directly prevent a family from accumulating intergenerational wealth. This system 
favors white people and allows them to accumulate wealth at a much higher rate 
throughout generations compared to minorities such as Black and Hispanic people. 
Intergenerational wealth, such as property, allows white people to gain upward mo-
bility, which is enough proof to delegitimize the perception of a meritocracy within 
the United States.

Although overt redlining has been banned in legislation such as the Fair 
Housing Act, reverse redlining has further increased segregation. Reverse redlin-
ing or the, “the practice of targeting minority communities and issuing minority 
borrowers mortgage loans that have high interest rates and fees”, has led to a ten 
percent increase of Black segregation that is associated with 1.4 percent increase in 
high interest loans (Taylor 2014). These disparities are often caused by color-blind 
algorithms that profile and discriminate against non-white minority groups. In cases 
like these, actions are deemed Constitutional, because the Equal Protection Clause 
of the Fourteenth Amendment denotes that there must be proof of intent of dis-
crimination. 

 Hazardous waste facilities are disproportionately placed within minority 
communities--the same minority communities that are created by housing discrim-
ination. The 1987 United Church of Christ’s (UCC) landmark study Toxic Wastes 
and Race in the United States “found that race was the strongest predictor of the lo-
cation of the commercial hazardous waste facilities” (Taylor 2014). The same study 
found that 60% of Black and Hispanic residents “lived in communities with un-
controlled toxic waste sites” (Taylor 2014). Taylor also cites Robert Bullard’s 1983 
study which found that four out of five of Houston, Texas’s incinerators were sited 
in predominantly Black neighborhoods, while the remaining one was in a predom-
inantly Hispanic neighborhood (Taylor 2014). In the same year, the EPA released 
a study with similar findings, but focused on Warren County, North Carolina. The 
study found that 75% of the communities hosting off-site hazardous waste land-
fills were predominantly Black  (Taylor 2014). Racial disparities are also found in 
environmental regulation and monitoring as revealed in the Konisky and Reenock 
study cited previously. When predominantly Hispanic neighborhoods are discrim-
inated against by environmental regulatory bodies, and when Black and Hispanic 
communities are sites of toxic location, the relationship between race, pollution and 
housing discrimination becomes evident. 

These marginalized communities have been disproportionately affected by 
climate change. “Nationwide, about 450,000 government-subsidized households...
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are in flood plains,” (Mervosh 2019) making these households more vulnerable 
to natural disasters. The positive correlation between natural disasters and climate 
change affects low income communities the most. While the world’s richest 10 
percent are causing about half of global carbon emissions (Armbrecht, 2015), the 
ultra-wealthy in America are able to protect themselves from these natural disas-
ters with private militia including private firefighters and bodyguards to protect 
themselves against natural hazards (Zhang, 2018). The wealthy white population in 
America which has disproportionately affected climate change, has protected them-
selves from their own creation while letting marginalized communities suffer. 

Case Study: Flint, Michigan 

Flint is a majority Black city with the highest poverty rates within the state 
of Michigan. Flint, Michigan has gotten national media attention for its water con-
tamination crisis. Flint was discovered to have alarming levels of lead in its water 
system. High levels of lead exposure are a public health hazard, because even at low 
levels, lead “impairs cognitive and behavioral functions,” and is “linked to antiso-
cial behavior” (Benz 2019). Lead can lead to rashes, hair loss, and pregnancies that 
result in miscarriages, and “decades of after effects, including children with learning 
disabilities, difficulty in fine motor skills, problems with memory and speech artic-
ulation, and who develop a greater tendency towards violence” (Hill 2016). Effects 
of lead poisoning are irreversible but the “Calcium- and iron- rich foods [that] are 
recommended as a way of counterbalancing the effects of lead poisoning” are not ac-
cessible because of the closing of supermarkets nearby the city of Flint (Hill 2016). 
In effect, Flint had become a food desert. 

Flint, Michigan’s history of disenfranchising its Black population through 
an undrinkable water supply can be traced back to General Motors (GM). General 
Motors had a manufacturing site in Flint where the company produced goods that 
contained lead. That was the source of the water contamination. 80% of Flint’s pop-
ulation took part in GM’s success, as well as its failure. When GM started to decline, 
so did Flint (Hill 2016). In response to the city’s decline, which was tied to GM’s 
economic woes, then governor of Michigan in 2011, Rich Snyder, passed a law that 
increased the state’s political and economic intervention in response to Flint’s mu-
nicipal financial crisis (Benz 2019). Snyder passed an Emergency Financial Manager 
law that could not be repealed by voters (Benz 2019). Emergency Financial Man-
agers don’t even need any experience with the city (Benz 2019). Emergency Finan-
cial Managers were only accountable to a white governor, since the manager wasn’t 
voted in by the people. As such, these Emergency Financial Managers did not have 

to act in the favor of Flintresidents, since they were not his constituents. The Emer-
gency Financial Manager law was presented as a law that was supposed to help nar-
row the gap General Motors’ decline created within the local economy. But it was a 
colorblind law that was run by probusiness neoliberal thinking which discriminated 
against the Black population in Flint who were already negatively affected by the 
decline of General Motors, because of the decline in economy. As public spending 
decline tends to affect the poor population disproportionately, the poor in Michigan 
are predominantly Black. Flint used to buy water from the Detroit Water and Sew-
erage Department, but when the price of water went up, the Emergency Manager 
encouraged the city to save money (claiming it would save four million dollars a 
year) by constructing a new pipeline venture that would bring water from Lake 
Huron, bypassing Detroit (Hill 2016). By 2014, the city started this temporary 
arrangement and “immediately after the switch was made, Flint residents discovered 
that their drinking water tasted different, looked different, and had a distinct odor” 
(Hill 2016). Instead of properly addressing the issue, by August of the same year, 
“boil water” advisories were issued by the city. In October 2014, GM itself would 
stop using Flint River water because it was rusting auto parts, but residents were still 
told to continue drinking from that same source. In January of 2015, the water in 
Flint tested extremely high for trihalomethanes (TTHM) “a chlorination by-prod-
uct, in violation of the Clean Water Act” (Hill 2016). At this time, authorities were 
still adamant in declaring that the water was safe to drink. After the water tested 
high for TTHM, households individually tested their water and revealed that there 
were high levels of lead (Hill 2016). The water in Flint, Michigan had 880 times the 
amount of lead allowed by the federal authorities (Benz 2019). In October of 2015, 
the city of Flint reconnected to Detroit’s water supply. Although Flint is reconnect-
ed to a safe water supply, there has been permanent damage done to the pipes and 
people of the city. It is estimated that it will take one and a half billion dollars to 
replace the pipes (Hill 2016). These compounding issues in Flint reveal a disregard 
for the predominantly Black population. Flint, Michigan clearly demonstrates how 
environmental and racial discrimination can have a symbiotic relationship.

In Context of Genocide

In the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Geno-
cide, the United Nations defines genocide. According to the UN, genocidal acts are 
those, “with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or re-
ligious group,” which are considered genocide (UN General Assembly, 1948) . The 
policies which perpetuate environmental racism fall under two of the five acts listed 
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by the United Nations. While some of the examples illustrated below are specifically 
about Black communities in the United States, these acts of genocide have broadly 
affected all people of color within the US. But it is important to note that these two 
acts most significantly affect Black and Hispanic communities: (b) causing serious 
bodily or mental harm to members of the group, and (c) deliberately inflicting on 
the group conditions of life to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in 
part. 1

As the previous analysis demonstrates, environmental and housing policy has 
been used as a tool of genocide against people of color in the United States. While 
the rich and powerful are the main cause of pollution, minorities are being forced 
to face the consequences. Although housing and environmental policies infringing 
on an individual’s right to wellbeing may not always be explicitly discriminatory, 
they are deliberate. For example, the myth of white purity has made its way into 
housing policy. The association of cleanliness with whiteness has played a large role 
in redlining and the white flight. Constructions of whiteness continue to come 
at a cost to people of color. More currently, the practice of reverse redlining often 
goes unchecked in the United States. The use of colorblind practices like this de-
note this form of discrimination as “constitutional” due to a technicality. The Equal 
Protection Clause requires proof of intent which is hard to prove when the final 
decisions that lead to reverse redlining are informed by algorithms. The proof of 
intent required in the Equal Protection Clause allows for an institutionalized willful 
negligence of vulnerable groups.

Documents such as We Charge Genocide: The Crime of Government Against 
the Negro People (1951) and the United Nations’ Working Group of Experts on Peo-
ple of African Descent “Statement to the Media,” (2016) outline disparities faced by 
Black communities. While We Charge Genocide explicitly uses the term genocide as 
portrayed in its own title,  the United Nations Working Group of Experts on People 
of African Descent’s “Statement to the Media,” does not explicitly label these acts as 
genocide. But both documents cite systemic inequalities in health and quality of 
life, which are closely related to environmental and housing policies. Racial dispar-
ities in environmental regulation and access to housing are perpetuated by policies 
and practices backed by neoliberalism.

The use of colorblind ideology in housing policy creates a vicious cycle an-
tagonistic to low-income, often minority families. Housing policy that does not 
promote equity is particularly dangerous because the discrimination is not self-con-
tained. Unequal housing policy bleeds into other institutions of disenfranchisement.  

1 The other three acts are: (a) killing members of the group, (d) imposing measures intended to pre-
vent births within the group, and (e) forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.

One inequality that We Charge Genocide and the United Nations’ Working Group 
of Experts on People of African Descent’s “Statement to the Media” both highlight is 
mass incarceration. Mass incarceration is fueled by racism and the criminalization 
of the poor. Part of this problem is caused by housing inequality. Unequal access to 
housing almost completely prevents the accumulation of intergenerational wealth. 
Low-income and homeless people are aggressively policed, which leads to incarcer-
ation. In the United States, people who have been in prison more than once are 
thirteen times more likely to be homeless than the general public (Prison Policy 
Initiative, 2018). After serving their time, they are stigmatized and are prevented 
from “finding a job, getting adequate housing or accessing social programmes, and 
voting. Some re-entry programmes are not well-funded and are not present coun-
trywide” (United Nations’ Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent, 
2016). Mass incarceration is just one example of how inequalities caused by housing 
policy bleed into other forms of institutionalized racism.

In regards to environmental policy, hazardous waste facilities have been dis-
proportionately placed in Black and Hispanic neighborhoods.  Robert Bullard’s 
1983 study found that four of five incinerators in Houston, Texas were sited in pre-
dominantly Black neighborhoods, while the remaining one was in a predominantly 
Hispanic neighborhood (Taylor 2014). Waste regulatory bodies clean up the cheap-
est and easiest sites first, but other interests influence which sites are prioritized. 
Private interests and the number of responsible parties are also taken into account 
(Taylor 2014). But since racial minorities generally have low political power due to 
lack of access to information and perceptions of inefficacy, their “private” interests 
are less likely to be addressed. This situation is not properly addressed by policy 
makers, because of the aforementioned Commerce Clause. Furthermore, the inter-
est of poor communities is marginalized within the realm of public policy design.

Exposure to toxins through the environment can be debilitating. In places 
like Flint, Michigan where there is an unsafe water supply, community members 
suffer from declining physical and mental health. Even exposure to low levels of 
lead can lead to long lasting health effects. As listed above in the case study, lead 
exposure has a wide range of symptoms from miscarriages to learning disabilities. 
In response to the Flint water crisis, the Emergency Financial Manager law was pre-
sented as a bill that was supposed to help the wealth gap created by General Motors’ 
decline (Benz 2019). In reality, this law was fundamentally backed by probusiness 
neoliberal thinking. This discriminated against the majority Black population in 
Flint. Flint’s Black communities were already negatively affected by the decline of 
General Motors. Ironically, the Financial Manager law was supposed to address the 
issue that it was deepening.
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 As already established, many of the health conditions affecting people of 
color are caused by environmental pollution. Health conditions caused by environ-
mental racism are often chronic conditions that are detrimental to one’s quality of 
life. For many, these health conditions are avoidable. But as long as both environ-
mental and housing policies protect wealthy white communities, people of color 
remain vulnerable. It can be argued that environmental and housing policies fall 
under the first act of genocide listed in the  Convention on the Prevention and Punish-
ment of the Crime of Genocide: killing members of the group. While these conditions 
can potentially be managed with the proper treatment, these health conditions com-
bined with lack of access to healthcare can be deadly. Environmental and housing 
policy is allowing for the exploitation of people of color. These policies are genocid-
al, because they take a toll on the health and safety of marginalized communities. 

Conclusion

The Trump Administration had decidedly undermined environmental regu-
lations, which put low-income and non-white populations at risk. The Trump era 
EPA censored words relating to climate change; “terms like ‘fossil fuels’, ‘greenhouse 
gases’ and ‘global warming’ [had] been excised. Even the term ‘science’ [was] no 
longer safe” (Barron 2018).  Attacking the legitimacy of environmental regulation 
had “slowed [improvement] in a number of key areas compared to what it would 
have been if the Obama rules had been preserved” (Lipton 2019). The changes in 
regulation between administrations are even more blatantly in favor of big business. 
Donald Trump was brazenly willing to allow businesses to benefit by jeopardizing 
the lives of the less affluent. Donald Trump’s inability to address or recognize climate 
change will continue to have repercussions on already vulnerable populations. As 
the Trump administration continued to roll back on environmental regulations, 
in 2019 the EPA’s National Center for Environmental Assessment released a study 
revealing an association between race and exposure to polluted air. The study’s au-
thor explicitly stated:“results at national, state, and county scales all indicate that 
non-Whites tend to be burdened disproportionately to Whites” (Vann R. Newkirk 
II, 2018).

 As previously mentioned, this paper seeks to address whether contempo-
rary United States environmental and housing policies are guilty of conscious and 
unconscious acts of environmental racism. The preceding analysis systematically 
demonstrated that throughout the United States’ history, white people have been 
considered as “pure” and “clean”, while people of color have been deemed as lesser 
humans. Both the political and economic system of the country have consistent-

ly marginalized the already vulnerable populations of color. This marginalization 
has exposed these populations to disproportionately large environmental risks and 
hazards. Privatization and deregulation have not only increased income disparity 
and racial inequality, but also have commodified politics whereby the predominant-
ly white, rich and powerful gain privileged access to white lawmakers who oblige 
them with favorable public policies. The legal system perpetuates these inequalities 
through laws like the Equal Protection Clause, which seem to be providing pro-
tection from discrimination, but in effect make it difficult, if not impossible, for 
minorities to pursue environmental justice. This paper has argued that communities 
of color are victims of environmental racism and disproportionately suffer from our 
country’s willful disregard to justly negotiate the relationship between race, democ-
racy and capitalism. 

The systemic construction of environmental and housing policy is harmful 
towards people of color. The Equal Protection Clause and the Commerce Clause 
have been used against people of color and poor communities. Both clauses provide 
just two of many examples of the legal protection of whiteness in the United States. 
This valorization of whiteness in policy has allowed for genocide against marginal-
ized populations. People of color, especially Black and Hispanic communities have 
been explicitly discriminated against through environmental and housing policy. 
This discrimination falls under two of the acts of genocide as described by the Unit-
ed Nation:  (b) causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group, and 
(c) deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life to bring about its physical 
destruction in whole or in part (UN General Assembly, 1948). Oftentimes the most 
genocidal policies use colorblind ideology. The failure to factor racial disparities into 
policy are deliberately utilized against the most vulnerable communities in the Unit-
ed States. These inequalities have been perpetuated through a deadly combination 
of neoliberalism and systematic racism.
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Abstract:

Writing Comments and Reading 
Comments:

Acts of Self-Discovery in the Social Media Forum

In the typical trajectory of a viral social media post, the earliest 
comments are made by close friends of the original poster and 
tend to use second-person language. As the post progressively be-
comes more viral, comments from strangers begin to emerge and 
with them a shift to third-person language. This paper addresses 
this trend, examining how choices of point-of-view language in 
comment sections may carry meaningful implications, especial-
ly when it comes to discerning commenters’ intended audiences. 
The paper focuses on short-form video-sharing app TikTok and 
examines the way that the app’s algorithmic design fosters a shift 
away from the more traditional linguistic progression of a com-
ment section. It does this by creating a user experience that en-
courages the use of third-person language on all videos and not 
just viral ones. Drawing upon media scholarship and sociologist 
Erving Goffman’s theory of performance of self, this paper ana-
lyzes the way that TikTok prompts users to focus their comments 
less on the original poster and more on fostering discourse within 
a community created and built by an algorithm.

MLA Style

Eliana Schuster
Class of 2022

Media & Communications
A catchy TikTok audio plays in the background, over and over, as you scroll 

through a long list of comments. You’ve opened the comment section—perhaps 
even before you finished watching the video—to see what other viewers had to say. 
Mind you, the twenty times the 15 second video clip plays in the background as you 
scroll will impact your algorithm—you’re going to see a whole lot of videos similar 
to this one. But that’s okay. If the comments are any indication, TikTok’s carefully 
crafted (and ever-controversial) algorithm has guided tens of thousands of viewers 
who share your interests to this very video, allowing you this moment of pleasure 
exploring the discourse occurring in the comment section.

Now, the comments themselves vary pretty dramatically. One says “Where 
do you think she got her jeans?! I need them!!” Though the comment wasn’t ad-
dressed to her, the video’s original creator replies that she thrifted them, graciously 
including the brand name she found on the tag. Another thread of comments begins 
with “will you give us a room tour? I love your Harry Styles poster!” and is followed 
with 230 other comments in which users discuss what Harry Styles decor they have 
in their rooms. The creator hasn’t responded. A third comment reads “Wow. These 
comments are so ~fresh~”, observing that many of the comments had been made 
quite recently. With 27,000 likes, this is the most liked comment, and the origi-
nal creator has acknowledged this with a reply: “Your notifications must be crazy!” 
What an odd thing to say, you think. The original video got five times as many likes 
as the comment; her notifications must be much crazier. As you scroll on to the next 
video after nearly five minutes in the comment section, you can hardly recall the 
content of the video itself. You’re not sure that you care, though; you have a new 
pair of jeans to go buy.

How is it that a comment section like this has emerged? An extensive yet 
fleeting forum of linguistically and thematically diverse contributions, the TikTok 
comment section is prompted by a 15 to 60 second-long video. Across the broad-
er world of social media comment sections, such variety is not uncommon. Most 
notable, perhaps, is the presence of both second and third-person language. While 
some comments address the original poster as “you,” others employ a third-person 
pronoun, referring to the original poster as “she,” “he,” or “they,” for instance, ad-
dressing other commenters in the general forum rather than the original poster. In 
each and every comment, such a linguistic choice carries a meaningful implication, 
often tied to the context of the post or comment itself. On a widely-followed ce-
lebrity’s account, while second-person language might occasionally be used by fans 
(as a means of expressing and exploring their parasocial relationship), there exists 
a general assumption that the original poster will never read most—if any—of the 
comments. Essentially, a second-person comment on an already-popular post will 
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tend to be an outlier among a mass of third-person comments, and might even 
read as awkward or foolish. In an embarrassing comment on your Facebook pro-
file—“You look wonderful here, honey. Love, Grandma.”—on the other hand, the 
use of second-person is contextually quite appropriate. And this dynamic exists in 
reverse with third-person comments; while celebrities’ selfies typically garner tons of 
“She looks fabulous”-es, it would be contextually bizarre to leave the same comment 
on a close friend’s Instagram post with just 200 likes. 

If the choice of second or third-person language is determined by the post’s 
context with one being more appropriate than the other, why is it that some com-
ment sections, like that of the TikTok you watched, contain both? Disregarding the 
skewed dynamics of the comment section of an already-famous celebrity’s post, it 
seems that, in general, social media posts that gain massive amounts of attention 
undergo a shift away from second-person comments toward third-person comments 
over time. The choice to use third-person language in a comment carries the im-
plication that an assumption is being made: the original poster is highly unlikely 
to read every single comment. As a result, the new comment is addressed, it seems, 
to fellow commenters. Whether the comments are made in hopes that their senti-
ment might resonate with other commenters or in search of an answer to a stated 
question, the change from second to third-person language is indicative of a shift 
in imagined audience. Media scholar Jessalynn Keller defines imagined audience as 
the reaction or set of reactions a poster imagines their post’s audience might have 
(Keller, “Oh, She’s...”). Once this shift has occurred, a user writes their comment 
with the reaction of other commenters in mind rather than that of the original 
poster (Keller).

While TikTok comment sections certainly contain both second and 
third-person language, the platform’s culture seems to have redesigned the lin-
guistic progression that is seen on most other social media platforms. Instead of 
being limited to large-scale videos, third-person language can be found in nearly 
every comment section, sometimes dominating a video’s comments to the point 
that second-person comments are nowhere to be found. Because, on TikTok, these 
third-person comments regularly appear even on newly-posted, scarcely-viewed vid-
eos, the original-poster-won’t-read explanation does not apply as it might elsewhere. 
This confirms that the use of third-person language in a TikTok comment indicates 
that a commenter’s imagined audience is fellow viewers and commenters. But, it 
also implies that, on a broader scale, TikTok commenting culture is at its core built 
around the experience of interacting with other commenters. The app’s features both 
confirm and contribute to this pattern. The continually populating algorithm of the 
For You Page presents you with a new video from a new creator with each scroll. 

But crucially, the supply of content is not random. On the contrary, the algorithm 
works to present you with videos that will cater to your interests—interests you 
have demonstrated with your previous likes, comments, and time spent scrolling. 
This design—connecting users with content that they have demonstrated interest 
in-- also means that any video addressing their preferred topic is likely to be seen by 
not just one but by many users with that same interest. The comments section, then, 
becomes a forum of sorts within this algorithmically fostered community, allowing 
for wider discussion and processing of original content. Within this community, a 
culture emerges. Typically, this takes the form of liking or replying to comments that 
are particularly clever, funny, or poignant, and, on the other end, striving to post 
comments that will attract this sought-after attention. The second-person becomes 
a linguistic form reserved only for the comment sections of close friends or for when 
a commenter wants to ask a question directly of the original poster. 

The original poster is able to post comments on their own videos and will 
often reply to questions, thank commenters for compliments, or clarify any points 
of confusion. There also exists a “liked by creator” feature that serves to alert view-
ers and commenters as to which comments have been liked by the original poster. 
Appropriately, these features serve to include the original poster in the forum that 
has emerged based off of (or tangent to) their original video. And yet, the creator’s 
interaction is not a necessary feature in this forum; the conversation can and will 
go on without them. This truth reveals the curious nature of TikTok commenting 
culture—the comment section exists as a space of culture and humor in and of 
itself, sometimes straying away from the content of the original video entirely. The 
most common example of this phenomenon is the presence of comments that do 
not address the original poster in any way. In these, neither second nor third-per-
son is used, and an address of the original poster tends to be replaced by a joke or 
some other attempt to attract the attention of other viewers. “These comments are 
so ~fresh~” and “So we’re all here at the same time?” are just two examples of com-
ments that appear, attracting attention through an expression of meta self-awareness 
within the algorithm—corny though they may be.

Across social media platforms, the act of commenting is an act of perfor-
mance—an utterance directed at some imagined audience. The vastness and enthu-
siasm of TikTok commenting culture takes this performance to a whole new level. 
Indeed, while commenters are a part of the original poster’s audience, they gain an 
audience of their own when, in the language of their comment, they perform. And, 
it is clear that these performances are carefully crafted in hopes that the observations 
they offer will attract the imagined audiences’ attention in the form of likes and 
replies. In their piece, “Acts of positioning in online reader comments on Jordanian 
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news websites,” scholars Muhammad Badarneh and Fathi Migdadi describe this cal-
culated act of commenting as a means by which “social actors position themselves,” 
and add that “people use words (and discourse of all types) to locate themselves 
and others” (Badarneh and Migdadi 93, 104). The other forms of discourse that 
Badarneh and Migdadi had in mind were likely acts like talking, but on TikTok, it 
might mean the use of emoticons in the comment section (Badarneh and Migda-
di 104). Nevertheless, Badarneh and Migdadi’s message rings quite fascinating as 
a lens through which to view TikTok commenting culture. It is quite clear that 
TikTok commenters craft their 100 character responses as a performance for other 
commenters; at the same time, such an act of engagement with the commenting 
discourse can also serve as a positioning of self within and in response to this very 
discourse and culture. 

The simultaneous existence of performance and positioning of self is ex-
plored by Canadian sociologist Erving Goffman in his 1956 book The Presentation 
of Self in Everyday Life (Goffman). Through Goffman’s lens, the performance that 
occurs as a part of TikTok commenting culture is unsurprising; performance is in-
evitable in any forum, he would argue, because we are constantly performing a self 
(Goffman). Still, the power and potential of TikTok comment culture to impact our 
performance of self makes it especially worthy of critical thought. After all, not all 
comments are kind ones. The topic of what to make of, how to respond to, and how 
to prevent unkind social media comments has seen quite a lot of attention. Interest-
ingly, but perhaps not surprisingly, the search term “social media comments” is met 
by an abundance of articles with titles such as “How to Respond to Negative Social 
Media Comments” and “Different Types of Social Media Comments and How to 
Respond to Them.” In Fiona Ward’s “Why do people really post mean comments 
online? The experts explain,” behavioral psychologist Jo Hemmings is quoted as 
explaining the concept of deindividuation (Ward). Hemmings describes deindivid-
uation as “‘losing a sense of responsibility and awareness’” often prompted by an 
assumption that anonymity means that one “ha[s] no need to regulate their behav-
ior online” (Ward). She continues, “‘it’s similar to the way people might behave in a 
jeering crowd or as a football hooligan—normal rules of social engagement are lost 
in the mass’” (Ward). Observing similar patterns, John Suler writes of the “online 
disinhibition effect” in which “people may behave online in ways that appear quite 
uninhibited as compared with their usual offline behavior” (Suler 184). 

Media scholars have also examined the implications of negative comments 
from the receiving end, confirming that youth are particularly susceptible to nega-
tive comments when they engage in “risky” self presentation (Koutaminis, Gazda). 
They also acknowledge that commenters are seldom experts prepared for real debate 

and, as a result, tend to oversimplify in a way that can harmfully misinform view-
ers (Koutaminis, Gazda). Across the board, scholars seem to agree that anonym-
ity bolsters these tricky behaviors in social media comments. Indeed, not having 
a face-to-face interaction with the receiver of an unkind comment eliminates the 
experience of consequences for a lack of kindness, a phenomenon that Kali Munro, 
quoted by Suler, refers to as “‘an emotional hit and run’” (Suler 186). Surely the use 
of third-person language rather than a second-person address can serve a similar 
purpose. Still, writers like Maria Konnikova stress the positive potential of comment 
sections as forums for community and productivity, writing that “anonymity has 
also been shown to encourage participation; by promoting a greater sense of com-
munity identity, users don’t have to worry about standing out individually... while 
face-to-face interactions tended to provide greater satisfaction, in anonymous set-
tings participation and risk-taking flourished” (Konnikova, “The Psychology…”). 
The comment section, then, exists in an odd middle ground between community 
and self, productivity and danger.

There is much to explore about the psyche of the commenter and the lin-
guistic makeup and impact of their comments, but not everyone who opens the 
comment section on TikTok—or any social media platform, for that matter—does 
so with the intention of writing a comment. Many social media users open the 
comment section simply to peruse, leaving an occasional like if they feel so inclined. 
As TikTok comment culture demonstrates, this act of looking allows the user to 
experience the comment section’s entertainment value and also to become a part 
of the community forum, albeit only as a witness. The impact of a quick look at 
the comment section might not end there, media scholars T. F. Waddell and S. S. 
Sundar suggest (Waddell and Sundar). Their research confirms that the bandwagon 
effect—a phenomenon in which individuals mimic their peers’ stances on popular 
issues rather than independently developing opinions—functions in social media 
interactions in the same way that it functions in face-to-face ones (Waddell and 
Sundar). Our perusal, then, of the ideas of others is not just an act of community; 
it is also an act of constructing self.

As we construct and maintain our imagined audiences in our commenting 
practices, we are doing what George Herbert Mead calls “taking on the attitude of 
the other,” viewing ourselves—or, in this case, our words—as we imagine they might 
be viewed by another (Mead, “The Genesis…”). Especially as comments allow us to 
access reactions in written form, taking on the attitude of the other or envisioning 
an imagined audience becomes a task far more tangible than imaginative. Our con-
sumption of other users’ comments, then, becomes an equally meaningful part of 
the process of taking on the attitude of the other, embodying in more ways than one 
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Mead’s suggestion that “we must be others if we are to be ourselves” (Mead, “The 
Genesis…”). Given that the “other” that exists in the TikTok comment section con-
sists only of 100 character-long texts, taken in quickly before scrolling on to the next 
“other,” to what extent does there exist a boundary between our imagination of the 
attitudes of others and our processing of the actual words of others? Suler proposes 
that “communication via text… can alter self-boundaries” (Suler 186). He contin-
ues on to explain that online companions can “ become... character[s] within one’s 
intrapsychic world, a character shaped partly by how the person actually presents 
him or herself via text communication, but also by one’s transference expectations, 
wishes, and needs” (Suler 186). If Suler’s suggestion that “talking with oneself feels 
safer than talking with others [and can] encourage a confrontation of oneself and 
an unlocking of the unconscious ” is accurate, scrolling through TikTok comments 
might be a deeply productive act of self-exploration (Suler 186). We must ask our-
selves, then, in our reading and writing of comments, in our consideration of their 
context and their language, to what audience, exactly, are we performing?

Works Cited

Badarneh M.A., “Migdadi F. Acts of positioning in online reader comments on Jorda-
nian news websites.” Language & Communication. 2018;58:93-106. doi:10.1016/j.
langcom.2017.08.003.

Gazda J. “Online Comments as a Tool of Intercultural (Russian–Czech) ‘Anti-Di-
alog.’” Journal of Nationalism, Memory & Language Politics. 2018;12(1):100-120. 
doi:10.2478/jnmlp-2018-0006.

Goffman, Erving. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Overlook Press, 1973.

Keller, Jessalynn. “‘Oh, She’s a Tumblr Feminist’: Exploring the Platform Ver-
nacular of Girls' Social Media Feminisms.” Social Media + Society, Apr. 2019, 
doi:10.1177/2056305119867442.

Konnikova, M. (2013, October 13). “The Psychology of Online Comments.” The 
New Yorker. Retrieved December 7, 2020, from https://www.newyorker.com/tech/
annals-of-technology/the-psychology-of-online-comments.

Koutaminis, Maria, et al. “Adolescents’ comments in social media: Why do ado-
lescents receive negative feedback and who is most at risk?” Computers in Human 
Behavior. 2015. 10.1016/j.chb.2015.07.016.

Mead, George Herbert. “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control.” International 
Journal of Ethics, vol. 35, no. 3, 1925, pp. 251–277. JSTOR. www.jstor.org/sta-
ble/2377274. Accessed 10 Dec. 2020.

Suler, John. “The Online Disinhibition Effect.” International Journal of Applied Psy-
choanalytic Studies, vol. 2, no. 2, 2005, pp. 184–188., doi:10.1002/aps.42.

Waddell TF, Sundar SS. “#thisshowsucks! The Overpowering Influence of Negative 
Social Media Comments on Television Viewers.” Journal of Broadcasting & Electron-
ic Media. 2017;61(2):393-409. doi:10.1080/08838151.2017.1309414

Ward, F. (2020, February 19). “Why do people really post mean comments online? 
The experts explain.” Hello Magazine. Retrieved December 7, 2020, from https://
www.hellomagazine.com/healthandbeauty/health-and-fitness/2019012966949/
why-people-post-mean-comments-on-social-media-psychologists-explain/

Eliana Schuster Writing Comments and Reading Comments



101

Abstract:

The disability community has faced centuries of biased assump-
tions and harmful stereotypes that have led to their mistreatment 
in social and economic states. Further, the unjust treatment has 
left them in a constant struggle for access to basic rights that 
able-bodied people take for granted. This paper addresses exist-
ing policies with the ADA, or lack thereof, that are of deepest 
concern to the disability community, advocacy groups, think 
tanks, and legislators that advocate for the disability community, 
and attempts to address the significant inequity this community 
faces. These issues address central concerns such as unequal ac-
cess to attain healthcare for disabled people, the unemployment 
gap, the existence of subminimum wage, and the inherent ethical 
issues that arise with guardianship and care for disabled bodies. 
I propose these arguments stated by different groups among or 
advocating for the disability community in an attempt to see that 
these alternative policies and processes are embraced by legislators, 
then entered into law and properly administered by federal, state 
or local government agencies, and to therefore see that we are one 
step closer to achieving equality and equity for the disabled com-
munity in the United States.
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Disability Policy and Inequality in the 
United States Healthcare and Political 

System

Introduction
Throughout American history, marginalized groups have been at the prover-

bial “end of the line” when it comes to receiving equitable treatment and even more 
specifically, having equal access to basic rights such as healthcare and freedom from 
discrimination in their environment. The Constitution promises in the Fourteenth 
Amendment “equal protection of the laws'' to all citizens. However, as history has 
shown, marginalized groups such as racial and ethnic minorities continue to face 
discrimination. This has led to the creation of acts and policies to guarantee some 
measure of equal protection to them. 

Unfortunately, a group that has had to face this reality, and still deserves 
more equal rights and opportunity, is the disability community in the United States. 
The disability community has faced centuries of biased assumptions and harmful 
stereotypes that have led to their mistreatment in social and economic contexts. 
Further, the unjust treatment has left them in a constant struggle for access to ba-
sic rights that able-bodied people take for granted.  While updated provisions and 
regulations attempt to provide protection for the disabled community under gov-
ernmental law, and while these laws claim to be the most effective for achieving full 
inclusion and integration of people with disabilities, many barriers still exist today. 
Section I addresses access to Medicare and Medicaid and the boundaries of current 
Social Security law for those with disabilities and pre-existing conditions. Section 
II confronts the high unemployment rate among the disability community, as well 
the injustice they face when it comes to receiving fair payment, with section 14(c) 
of the Fair Labor Standards Act making subminimum wage legal. Section III covers 
the debated topic of ethical guardianship in terms of caring for disabled individuals 
and the issues that have risen from mistreatment by care providers. 

Historical Background
The disability community has faced years of  being “othered,'' looked at as 

abnormal and thus forced into institutions and sterilization, denied opportunities 
to do meaningful work, and left unable to access public transportation, telephones, 
bathrooms, and stores. By the 1970s, with years of built up frustration from dealing 
with inequality ignored, instigated by the institutional and structural forces at large, 
the disability community began to lobby and demand for legal, national-based ini-
tiatives to address the physical and social barriers they faced daily. In doing so, dis-
ability rights activists were finally able to obtain civil rights for people with disabili-
ties that were protected by law with the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Vaughn, 2003).

Section 504 of The Rehabilitation Act states that no individual with a dis-
ability in the United States shall be excluded from, denied the benefits of, or be sub-
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jected to discrimination by a federally funded program or government employment 
facility, if they are qualified (Section 504, Rehabilitation Act of 1973 - 29 U.S.C. 
§ 701). Requirements under Section 504 state that these agencies must include 
certain types of accommodation for employees with disabilities such as program 
accessibility and effective communication with people who have hearing or vision 
disabilities, and provide accessible new construction and alterations (Section 504, 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 - 29 U.S.C. § 701). Section 508, as amended in 1998, 
requires businesses to provide federal electronic and information technology to peo-
ple with disabilities, including employees and members of the public (Section 508 
of the Rehabilitation Act - 29 U.S.C. § 798). This is important and is an essential 
need for people with disabilities who have visual impairment or are deaf or hard of 
hearing.

As disability rights advocates continued to demand government attention, 
the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA), established in 1975, 
provided that children with disabilities will be provided equal access to public ed-
ucation. IDEA also established a mandate for schools to include parents in the 
decisions and approval process of plans for children with disabilities (IDEA, 20 
U.S.C. §§ 1400 et seq.). This act of legislation specified that every child has a right 
to education and demanded the full inclusion of children with disabilities in reg-
ular classrooms. Further, students may not be separated because of their disability, 
unless a satisfactory level of education could not be achieved otherwise. This law 
was intended to ensure no child faces discrimination or harassment from schools or 
within the classroom. 

In 1986, the Air Carriers Act was passed, which prohibits discrimination in 
air transportation by domestic and foreign air carriers against people with disabil-
ities (Air Carrier Access Act of 1986, 49 U.S.C. § 41705). As well, in 1988, the 
Fair Housing Act was amended to include people with disabilities, stating that it 
is unlawful to discriminate because of the disability of an individual when selling 
or renting housing to a buyer. As well, the Act allows people with disabilities living 
in places rented to make changes to the structure in order to accommodate their 
disability (Fair Housing Act, 42 U.S.C. § 3601, et seq.).

Finally, after years of petitioning and lobbying for additional supportive laws 
to be enacted, the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) was amended. 
The ADA Amendment Act (ADAA) was signed into law in 2008, and restored and 
implemented stronger concepts and guidelines to follow regulations that had been 
fading since 1990. The ADAA defined terms of what qualifies as a disability, but 
most importantly the amended Act prohibited any act of discrimination against 
disabled bodies for the consideration of employment, for services rendered by state 

and local governments, and for places of public accommodation, transportation, 
and telecommunications services under five “Titles” of the law. 

Title I covers employment and ensures individuals with disabilities have ac-
cess to the same employment opportunities available to people without disabilities. 
The provisions state that employers, or a company with fifteen or more employees, 
must abide by the laws whereby they cannot discriminate against or deny any quali-
fied applicants for a job because of their disability (Americans With Disabilities Act 
of 1990, No. 101-336, 104 Stat. 328; 29 CFR Parts 1630, 1602). As well, Title I 
states that employers must provide reasonable accommodations to qualified appli-
cants or employees with a disability, and also defines what certain accommodations 
are, as well as the process for applying for an accommodation. Title I of the ADA 
is currently regulated and enforced by the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC)  (EEOC, 29 C.F.R. Parts 1630, 1602).

Title II under the amended ADA applies to state and local government ac-
cess and prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability by “public entities,” such 
as government agencies. This legislation and related regulatory guidance require 
all types of state agencies, counties, municipalities, and cities to follow these laws. 
It requires public entities to make programs, services, and activities accessible to 
individuals with disabilities. Architectural structures being built must be accessible 
and agencies must provide services or resources for effective and fair communica-
tion-- this includes auxiliary aids, video closed captioning-- and interpreters also 
must be offered for these services ( 28 CFR Part 35; refined 2008, now 2010 ADA 
regulations, 2010).

Title III provides regulations to places that are for public accommodation 
and commercial facilities, in order to prevent discrimination against the disabled 
community (28 CFR Part 36). This includes places that are either privately owned, 
leased, or operated facilities-- such as hotels, restaurants, grocery stores, schools, 
stadiums, office buildings, or stations for public transportation. Title III sets stan-
dards for reframing and regulating alterations for new construction of commercial 
facilities, so that they are accessible for disabled individuals. It also requires public 
accommodations to make necessary modifications to existing buildings so that there 
are alternative access options (28 CFR Part 36). Title II and Title III are regulated 
and enforced by the U.S. Department of Justice (Americans With Disabilities Act 
of 1990, No. 101-336, 104 Stat. 328; 49 CFR Parts 27, 37, 38).

Title IV regulates telecommunications, which requires that all telephone, 
television, video, and internet companies provide a national system of communica-
tion services that ensures functionality and accessibility for consumers with disabil-
ities, such as those with hearing or visual disabilities (47 CFR §§ 64.601 et seq.). 
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Title V is titled “Miscellaneous” and provides a variety of provisions and further 
explanatory guidance relating to the ADA as a whole, including its integration with 
other laws, addressing state immunity and the impact on insurance providers, and 
including a list of certain conditions that are not considered disabilities. Title V is 
important, as it provides further information on sourcing where certain issues are 
covered and what the ADA does not cover .

However, despite all these advances in legislation, the disabled community 
still faces continued bias and prejudice in society. Many regulations are not imple-
mented to the full extent as required by the law, nor does the government monitor 
effectively to make sure these provisions are being adhered to. After reviewing the 
history and research that has led the current policies to be neglectful where they are 
today, the issues with current policy will be addressed in the coming arguments. 

Findings and Arguments
Section I: Access to Medicare and Medicaid; Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and 
Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI).

The first issue I believe needs to be addressed for disability rights relates to 
access to Medicare and Medicaid, considering the fact that many people are denied 
qualification when applying for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Social 
Security Disability Insurance (SSDI). As well, these programs do not cover the more 
common condition of partial or short-term disability, and there is a lengthy appli-
cation and decision process. With the boundaries of current policy, Social Security 
law defines disability as the “inability to engage in any substantial gainful activity...
which can be expected to result in death or which has lasted or can be expected to 
last for a continuous period of not less than 12 months” (U.S. Department of Labor, 
Wage and Hour Division, 2013). 

SSI was created to federalize state welfare programs for the blind, disabled, 
and elderly, designed for low-income individuals with few assets. SSI is not paid out 
of the Social Security Trust Fund, but out of general taxpayer funds. Individuals ap-
plying for disability benefits who have never worked, or whose work history has not 
earned them the credits needed to qualify for Social Security disability insurance, 
can apply for these disability benefits. SSDI provides disability benefits to qualifying 
individuals who have earned enough work credits to qualify. SSDI is paid out of the 
Social Security Trust Fund. However, only fifteen cents of each Social Security tax 
dollar is directed towards the disability trust fund rather than the retirement trust 
fund. No benefits are paid for partial disability or for short-term disability under 
SSI or SSDI (Pulrang, 2020). This is problematic in that individuals applying for 
these benefits have to wait approximately three to four months to receive an ini-

tial determination. There have been several lawsuits. One example was Cleveland v. 
Policy Management Systems Corporation et al. (U.S., 119 S.Ct. 1597 (1999)), which 
dealt with individuals being denied benefits for short-term disability who were not 
compensated after filing for them, because their disability was deemed “short term” 
by SSA. 

In the Cleveland v. Policy Management Systems Corporation litigation, Carolyn 
Cleveland sought to obtain SSDI benefits after suffering a stroke, applying under 
the disability defined statute that she was “unable to work.” Cleveland’s condition 
improved,  so she ethically reported that to SSA, and they ended up denying her 
claim even though she was still impaired. In turn, her employer, Policy Management 
Systems, fired her for her “condition” hindering her capability to work. Cleveland 
argued that the company “‘terminate[d]’ her employment without reasonably ac-
commodat[ing] her disability,” and she alleged that she requested, but was denied, 
accommodations.

Additionally, Cleveland stated that because the review process is so extensive 
and doesn’t take into account partial disability that her being out of pay for several 
months was unjust. The District Court refused to even hear the case and ruled 
against her, and so the denial was valid because SSDI defines what disability is in 
this case and determined that her disability was only partial and therefore not a 
valid disability needing benefits. However, Cleveland’s case ultimately went on to 
the United States Supreme Court where the High Court held that a Social Security 
claim and an ADA claim should be considered further together. The Court, there-
fore, vacated the judgment of the lower courts and remanded the case for further 
proceedings consistent with the Court's opinion. Effectively, the Supreme Court 
said that Cleveland should have been granted more grace to present her case of 
disability further, which she eventually did (Cleveland v. Policy Management Systems 
Corp., Civil No. 3:95-C V-2140-H (N.D. Tex. Oct. 6, 2000)).

Cases such as Cleveland’s are not uncommon for those with partial disabil-
ities. However, most cases do not go to the courts and are not further addressed, 
which leaves so many of those with short term or partial disability invalidated, for 
having to prove their disability, and never compensated because it is not deemed 
severe enough. Most who apply will likely be denied qualification and will then 
have to appeal the denial of benefits. There are also strict rules that require the 
applicant to request reconsideration within sixty days. Upon reconsideration, most 
applicants are still denied benefits. Reconsideration generally takes another three to 
five months. With the two-year waiting period required after approval for people 
with disabilities, the overall process will take at least up to three years to achieve 
access to benefits (2010 ADA regulations, 2010). The additional two-year waiting 
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period was put in place as a cost-saving measure, so it is very unlikely it will change 
in the foreseeable future.

I see the issue of the ineffective application process, and ability to obtain 
benefits, as revealing that SSDI administrators are trying to reduce who qualifies 
and receives benefits because of budgetary focus.  In effect, this is a method to re-
duce benefit costs.  However, the result of this provision furthers injustice because 
if the applied-for disability doesn't result in near- or short-term death, there will 
effectively be no coverage provided.  The practical result is that this actually discour-
ages people to improve their condition or seek help because they cannot afford the 
out-of-pocket costs to rehabilitate their condition. The Center for Disability Rights 
suggests the government needs to reduce the statue’s waiting period to qualify for 
disability benefits. As well, SSA should redefine the qualifications for disability to 
be specifically based on the actual job being performed prior to becoming disabled 
(Pulrang, 2020). As well, advocacy groups explain that Congress is attempting to 
make budget cuts because they claim there are funding limitations, and so will elim-
inate critical home care services for those who need it (Pulrang, 2020).  The ultimate 
result is that those with significant mental health or chronic medical conditions 
are pushed out of open facility health homes and into more medically supervised 
homes; this is where people with disabilities lose freedom and autonomy. Kathy 
Ruffing of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, which is a nonpartisan think 
tank, proposes that Congress transfer money from the retirement fund into the 
disability fund to prevent this inequality from continuing to occur, and to solve the 
related economic issues in return (Ehrenfreund, 2015). 

Section II: The Unemployment Rate and Sub-minimum Wage Conditions and Law
The second issue that needs to be addressed with the existing disability pol-

icy has to do with the unemployment rate, and the fact that sub-minimum wage 
conditions still exist. While Title I of the ADA technically covers expanding equal 
employment opportunities to the disabled community, significant controversy ex-
ists, regarding whether disabled workers are actually treated equally, with respect to 
capabilities and disincentives to be hired. The policies that currently exist for this 
issue fall under the ABLE Act, passed in 2014, with the purpose of assisting people 
in saving private funds by encouraging provided support to disabled individuals 
and their families to maintain health and quality of life. As well, a central goal of 
the ABLE Act is to provide secure funding for disability-related expenses of bene-
ficiaries that act as supplemental benefits to be provided through private insurance 
(GovTrack.us., 2020). This was enacted as a way to provide incentives to all parties 
involved.  However, the unemployment rate for these purported disabled recipients 

has still not improved significantly since the act was passed in 2014.
The continuously low unemployment rate is due to SSA still applying such a 

restrictive standard for who can qualify for SSDI benefits (U.S Department of La-
bor: Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). In 2019, the employment-population ratio 
for persons with a disability was 19.3 percent, which changed very little from 19.1 
percent in 2018. The employment ratio for persons without a disability, at 66.3 
percent, increased by 0.4 percentage point over the year (U.S Department of Labor: 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020).

People with disabilities have pointed out that they find themselves trapped in 
poverty and unwilling idleness, because earning more money at a job would risk los-
ing vital benefits due to asset caps. This means that if a disabled person was earning 
more than what a non-disabled person would earn, the disabled individual would 
lose Social Security, Medicaid, or Medicare benefits eligibility, making them worse 
off financially than before (Cooper, 2000). Considering ways to combat this issue, 
the Center For Disability Rights made recommendations to “double the length of 
the Social Security ‘Trial Work Period’” (Pulrang, 2020), so there is more time to 
assess and evaluate benefit entitlement. As well, it was recommended that the gov-
ernment agency order to “double the amount of Social Security’s measurement of 
‘Substantial Gainful Activity’” (Pulrang, 2020). This would mean that once qual-
ification for benefits has occurred, this change would make it more difficult to be 
removed from continued benefits in the future (Pulrang, 2020).

One of the significant issues recently discussed, as far as the inequity within 
employment for the disabled community, is the fact that sub-minimum wage still 
exists. In the early 1900s, in order to encourage more businesses to hire disabled 
individuals, employers were allowed to pay disabled individuals half of the prevail-
ing minimum wage, because the disabled were assumed to only be able to produce 
at half the standard productivity level (Hartman, 2019). Section 14(c) of the Fair 
Labor Standards Act is the provision that allows employers, certified by the United 
States Department of Labor (DOL), to compensate persons with disabilities for 
work at a rate less than the minimum wage. 

The Federal Minimum Wage is a wage established by Congress for workers 
in the United States (National Council on Disability, 2019). In 2011, the National 
Council on Disability (NCD) began discussions with lawmakers on how to modify 
this policy, which resulted in the policy that President Obama signed with Executive 
Order 13658, “Establishing a Minimum Wage for Contractors” (National Council 
on Disability; Has the Promise Been Kept?, 2019).  Executive Order 13658 estab-
lished a minimum wage paid to workers performing on or in connection with a 
covered contract with the Federal Government, making it so that a covered worker 
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performing work on or in connection with a covered contract must be paid no less 
than $10.10 per hour. This effectively means that employers can continue to pay 
commensurate wages to workers with disabilities, as permitted by Section 14(c), 
who are employed on, or in connection with, Executive Order covered contracts. 
Accordingly, this only applies if the commensurate wage rate is higher than the Ex-
ecutive Order minimum wage, under the Service Contract Act. However, disabled 
people are still being paid at a lower wage regardless of this Order (U.S. Department 
of Labor, Wage and Hour Division,  2013). As well, ninety-five percent of disabled 
workers never transition out of sub-minimum wage placements. (Vaughn, 2003)

The issue with the policy is that even with these jobs existing, the feder-
al minimum wage doesn’t apply to these positions and individuals. Instead each 
worker is given a productivity test in which their work performance is measured 
against that of a worker without disabilities, in order to determine their hourly 
rate of pay. Alternative policies were offered by the National Council of Disability, 
which has progressed into proposed legislation (National Council on Disability; 
Has the Promise Been Kept?, 2019). Examples of legislation is the Raise the Wage 
Act, passed by the House of Representatives, and is awaiting approval by the Sen-
ate. The bill proposes a schedule of annual increases in the federal minimum wage 
for individuals with disabilities, which would eventually eliminate the existence of 
a subminimum wage completely. The bill eliminates the separate minimum wage 
requirements for disabled employees after a specified work period, in which these 
employees shall be paid the same minimum wage as non-disabled employees (Hart-
man, 2019).

Section III: Guardianship and Long-term Care for those with Disabilities
The last issue that is commonly discussed among disability rights advocacy 

groups, and related councils, are the ethical issues that arise with guardianship and 
long-term care for disabled people. The policies in place currently are that individu-
als who are subject to guardianship are protected by the Americans with Disabilities 
Act and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. The Act and Section 504 intend 
for individuals to live and work freely in society (National Council on Disability; 
Turning Rights Into Reality, 2019). However, guardianship is often imposed when 
not warranted by all the existing circumstances; this occurs because guardianship 
proceedings by the courts often operate under the biased assumption that people 
with disabilities “lack capability to make everyday decisions or effectively function” 
(National Council on Disability; Turning Rights Into Reality, 2019). These individ-
uals are often placed in contained long-term care facilities because they are applying 
for some type of assistance.

Guardianship is considered protective, but courts often fail to really protect 
the individuals. Those with disabilities, who do need support services to assist with 
“everyday tasks,” prefer to receive care in their own homes or in the form of visit-
ing home care aides (National Council on Disability; Turning Rights Into Reality, 
2019). The courts lack adequate resources, technical structure, and training to mon-
itor guardianships. As well, courts tend not to effectively evaluate or hold guardians 
accountable (National Council on Disability; Turning Rights Into Reality, 2019). 
Exacerbating this issue, professional and family guardians can be the perpetrators 
of abuse in guardianship, as there have been several high-profile cases of abuse by 
professional guardians. 

The National Council of Disability (NCD) recommends a court improve-
ment program that could also enhance the ability of courts to monitor guardian-
ships. In most states, ‘professional’ caretakers operate with minimal oversight or 
continued training. NCD suggests offering types of incentives to create oversight 
boards that can provide training, approve accreditation, and add oversight of pro-
fessional guardians and caretakers. There should be established criteria through an 
oversight or monitoring program that requires the guardians to pass some type of 
qualification exam annually (National Council on Disability; Turning Rights Into 
Reality, 2019).

Conclusion
I believe that to further the fair and equal treatment in the sectors of public 

health and to further the fair management of entitlement for disabled individuals, 
the proposed new policies stated in terms of the issues need to be put in action. 
While the ADA legislation is quite important and finally places the disabled com-
munity in the forefront, for Congress to address the wrongful, unethical, or unequal 
treatment of people with disabilities the provisions and Acts are not as regulated 
and administered consistently as they should be. The disabled community still faces 
prejudice and bias from areas of society in the social, economic, and political spheres 
in terms of public health determinants. 

Moving Forward: New Policies and Recommendations
On the issue of Medicare and Medicaid benefit attainment, I support reduc-

ing the waiting period and redefining the qualifications of disability to be specific 
based on the work to be performed, as this will reduce the existing headwinds to 
receive disability benefits. As well, pre-existing conditions and subsequent condi-
tions that arose after the disability occurred should be examined. Disability benefits 
should reflect the loss of income that the individual suffered. There should be sepa-
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rate partial disability benefits and an offer of incentives (vocational training, training 
for a different skill set). The important and undeniable result of a partial disability 
benefit would have the government provide funding for these incentives, but would 
encourage individuals to go back to work or seek meaningful gainful employment; 
in turn, these individuals will benefit themselves economically, and perhaps men-
tally and physically. For example, disabled individuals can progress to obtain better 
and different jobs within their skill set, or perhaps develop new skills than what 
existed prior to or during their disability experience. 

Secondly, the alternative policies proposed for the related employment issues 
and gap in earnings during waiting periods are addressed through the best possible 
proposals: doubling both the trial work period and amount of gainful activity (Pul-
rang, 2020). The implementation of this policy would allow people with disabilities 
more possible coverage time, if they are in recovery, and level the playing field for 
benefits as compared to non-disabled individuals. I also suggest that Medicaid eligi-
bility be made permanent, regardless of workload and income, for anyone needing 
long term care to avoid the whipsaw effect on those that wish to improve them-
selves. The proposal for sub-minimum wage, the Raise The Wage Act, is the most 
progressive plan developed to achieve the goal of the disabled community, in order 
to receive equal pay for employment. This is a plan that benefits and assists both 
the employers and employees to be as financially stable as before because it removes 
special certificates for the payment of sub-minimum wages to such individuals and 
businesses. As well, government assistance is provided to employers to support fi-
nancial transitions towards full minimum wage increases.

Finally, I believe proposed policy changes and additions to protect people 
with disabilities subject to the conditions of guardianship, and assisted care provi-
sions, are the most effective and simple to implement. By requiring courts and the 
States to create programs that monitor guardians more effectively, along with creat-
ing training programs and exams to qualify for and maintain guardianship, the safe-
ty and rightful protection of individuals with disabilities is encouraged and ensured.

With policy and administrative revisions in place, this should result in a 
more equalized system of access and care, and ensure the safety and rightful protec-
tion to people with disabilities in the context of public health.
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Abstract:

Re-ranking Olympic Performances:
 Are Morocco's medals a greater accomplishment than the US's 

many medals?

This paper, first, evaluates the factors that influence the medal 
count at the Olympic Games, using the 2016 Rio Olympics med-
al count data for the analysis. The paper identifies and models a 
few socioeconomic variables that influence a country’s medal tally, 
including HDI, GDP per Capita, Population, whether or not the 
country hosted, and previous Olympic medal count. Second, the 
paper evaluates each country’s actual performance to the model’s 
expected performance. We subtracted the model’s output from the 
Olympic data and ranked them by the size of their residual. While 
traditional rankings compare each country by their total number 
of medals, this analysis ranks countries by how much they exceed-
ed their model’s expected performance. This method allows coun-
tries to be compared on more equal grounds. The results indicate 
that population size and previous Olympic medal tally significant-
ly impact a country’s medal count. Furthermore, the results reveal 
that many countries that did not rank high on traditional rank-
ing systems outperformed their expected medal count and ranked 
higher on our new ranking system than top medal winners. This 
study emphasizes the need to consider the impact of socioeco-
nomic factors on Olympic medal tallies.
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Economics
The Olympic's original objective was for individuals to compete against one 

another in physical activities. With the rise of nationalism in the early 20th century, 
the Olympics became an international competition for gold medals. While some 
people track individual athletes' performance, most viewers focus on their country’s 
total medal count. In the 2016 Olympics, the top ten countries won 518 of the 
available 973 Olympic medals (53.2%) while also winning 57.6 percent of the gold 
medals. As expressed earlier, many traditional rankings rank countries by the total 
medals won or the total gold medals won. However, Veerle De Bosscher (2008) 
argues that these rankings do not consider a country's performance based on how 
well they performed relative to their expectations. The achievements of countries 
with fewer resources should not be valued less as they are with traditional ranking 
systems. 

This paper will follow recent studies on modeling Olympic performance. 
This paper aims to understand the essential factors, or key elements such as a na-
tion's GDP, that determine the weighted value of the number of medals won during 
the 2016 summer Olympics, and then aims to rank countries based on their per-
formance relative to their factors' value. For example, in the 2016 Olympics, China 
won 70 medals while Fiji only won one. Traditional rankings would place China in 
2nd and Fiji in 64th place, but how do we know who performed better based on their 
relative means?

Literature Review 
This paper is far from the first to assess what factors best determine the num-

ber of medals a country wins during the Olympics. Studies by Ball (1972), Levine 
(1974), and Grimes et al. (1974) are examples of early research that have studied 
factors such as population, GDP per Capita (GDPPC), and host advantage that 
have shown significant impacts on the medal count. 

Firstly, population size is an obvious indicator of how successful a country 
will be in the Olympics. As the population increases, the country's talent pool in-
creases as well, and the next breakout athlete is more likely to be within that pop-
ulation. For example, in the 2008 Olympics, the average medal-winning countries 
population was 62.7 million people, while the average non-medal winning coun-
tries' population was only 10.02 million (Hosein, Khadan, Paul 2013).

GDPPC is an essential factor since the wealth of a country affects the num-
ber of resources a potential Olympic athlete will have available to them. Countries 
with higher GDPs sent more athletes to the 2008 Olympics than other countries 
(Hosein, Khadan, Paul 2013). Furthermore, research by Jayantha and Ubayachan-
dra (2015) shows that HDI also impacts the medal count. Beyond that, when ath-
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letes meet their physical and emotional needs, they can focus on luxuries like sports 
and training; countries with a higher HDI score are more likely to have athletes who 
can train and focus on their sport. 

Hosting advantage also gives countries an upper hand. According to one 
study, the medal count of host countries is 1.8 percent higher than what their GDP 
alone would have predicted (Bernard, 2000). One of the many reasons for this is 
that the cost of attendance is lower for individual athletes due to less transportation, 
which prevents fatigue associated with adapting to a different climate and a different 
time zone. Host countries can also design and build facilities to give their athletes an 
advantage over other countries, and these athletes are likely to have a greater amount 
of support from their home base (Hosein, 2013).

Building upon early research, Hosein (2013) shows that while the factors 
mentioned above do impact medal count, another significant factor is the number 
of previously won medals. The first reason for this is that Olympic champions can 
pass on their knowledge and insight of the sport to the next athlete and give them 
that split-second advantage that athletes in other countries would not have. Second-
ly, many athletes that have already won one medal are likely to continue winning 
medals in future Olympic Games. From this, we included the 2012 medal counts 
into our analysis as an independent variable.

Method and Data
207 countries competed in the 2016 Olympics. Of those 207, we used 185 

countries in our data set. If countries did not compete in both the 2012 and 2016 
Olympic games, they had to be excluded due to the lack of available data to compare 
their respective Weighted Medal Tallies. Most medal count rankings place countries 
either by the number of gold medals won or by total medals. Gold medals should 
play the largest factor in determining a country's Olympic performance; however, 
that should not be the only factor. The Weighted Medal Tallies were calculated using 
an exponential sequence, assigning gold medals 4 points, silver medals 2 points, and 
bronze medals 1 point, as used in "National performance versus population at the 
Olympic games: a methodology for determining elite performers" (Putt 2013). The 
Medal Tallies were gathered from ESPN.com, and the participating countries were 
gathered from Olympic.org. The weight given to the medals is arbitrary as long as 
gold is the most heavily weighted and bronze is the least. The exponential sequence 
makes the most sense as two silver medals should not outweigh a gold medal as 
when using a 3:2:1 sequence because being the best in a given sport should be held 
in the highest regard and not be outshone by two lesser performances. Lastly, Host 
Country is included as a dummy variable, so the country hosting the Olympics 

was assigned “1,” and all others were given a “0.” Furthermore, Population (2016) 
and GDPPC (2016) data were gathered from Worldbank.org. 2016 HDI data was 
gathered from the United Nations' s Human Development Report. 

The natural log of the 2016 and 2012 Weighted Medal Tally, Population 
(2016), and 2016 GDP per Capita were used for the regression analysis because 
increasing the number of athletes or increasing the amount of money spent on each 
athlete will yield diminishing returns. Increasing the Olympic athlete pool does not 
infinitely grow the chances of winning medals as more resources are used, decreasing 
the number of available resources left for each athlete. Assuming economic resources 
are a relatively fixed amount, not every athlete will receive the necessary number 
of resources needed to perform to their maximum ability. For example, weighted 
medal tallies were applied at ln(1+weighted medals) to account for countries with a 
0 weighted medal tally (Bian 2005). 

Additionally, giving athletes the resources they need to reach their maximum 
ability, assuming the athlete pool is constant in a given year, is also important. Once 
they reach their maximum abilities, any additional resources given to the athlete 
only marginally increase their performance, if at all. In both cases, increasing each 
variable only yields a large increase in the number of Olympic medals earned, until 
a point (Bian 2005)

Regression Analysis
The regression equation is      

ln (1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2016)) = - 1.507 + 0.089 ln(Population 2016)

- 0.042 ln(GDP per Capita (current US$ 2016)) + 0.579 Host Country + 0.927 
HDI (2016)      

 +  0.794 ln(1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2012))
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First, we must determine the factors that affect the 2016 Weighted Olym-
pic Medal Tallies to formulate a regression equation for Expected Weighted Medal 
Tally in 2016. The initial regression analysis showed statistical significance in 2 of 
the original five variables, at the 5 percent level of significance. The GDPPC had 
a P-value of 0.707, which indicates insignificance. Host Country had a P-value of 
0.442, and the HDI had a P-value of 0.391, which both indicate insignificance 
at the 5 percent level of significance. The F-statistic indicates that the regression 
equation is overall significant and the F-value of 115.56 is greater than the critical 
F-value of 2.26 for a sample size of 185.

Population (2016) and 2012 Weighted Medal Tally had P-values that showed 
significance at the 5 percent significance level. Furthermore, their T-values are both 
in the critical region. The critical T-value for this regression analysis is 1.984. The 
R-Sq (adj) statistic is .752, which indicates that the estimated regression equation 
explains 75.2% of the movement in the 2016 Weighted Olympic Medal Tallies.

However, the Regression Analysis using the Five Original Variables in Log 
Form data suggests that there may be multicollinearity affecting the independent 
variables' respective coefficients, T-statistics, and P-values. Multicollinearity increas-
es the standard errors of the estimated coefficients for the independent variables 
highly related to each other. If any of the variables in a model are statistically in-
significant, then multicollinearity could be the cause and could be investigated. 
Most noticeably, the GDPPC's coefficient is negative from the regression data even 
though the hypothesis was a positive relationship between GDPPC and the depen-
dent variable. To determine if there is multicollinearity, both the Correlation Co-
efficients and the Variance Inflation Factors (VIF) were tested. First, a Correlation 
Test was performed. The test showed that there is a high correlation between GDP-
PC and HDI. The correlation coefficient was 0.934 (see Appendix). The VIF test 
showed that the VIF for HDI and GDPPC were high. For reference, a VIF near or 
above 10 indicates there is likely multicollinearity. The VIF for GDPPC was 8.33, 
and the VIF for HDI was 8.84.

Now that it has been confirmed there is multicollinearity, the two options 
presented are deleting a variable or replacing it. Since GDPPC is a cornerstone data-
set in the hypothesis, we changed HDI to the Life Expectancy Index (LEI). HDI 
has a high correlation with GDPPC because it considers Life Expectancy rates, Ed-
ucation data, and Gross National Income per Capita (GNIPC) data (see Appendix). 
In this case, GNIPC and GDPPC are incredibly similar. So, the Life Expectancy 
Index was isolated from the rest of the HDI index and substituted into the data as it 
is a good representative for a nation's health and medical ability (Hosein, Khadan, 
Paul 2013). 

The regression equation is      

ln (1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2016)) = - 1.690 + 0.085 ln(Population 2016)

 - 0.029 ln(GDP per Capita (current US$, 2016)) + 0.550 Host Country + 0.959 
LEI (2016)     

+  0.812 ln(1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2012))

After exchanging HDI for LEI (2016) data (gathered from the UN's Human 
Development Report), the regression analysis results were similar to the HDI data 
results. GDPPC's coefficient was still negative (-0.39), indicating there may still 
be multicollinearity. The GDPPC had a P-value of 0.699, which indicates insig-
nificance. Host Country had a P-value of 0.460, and LEI had a P-value of 0.266, 
which both indicate insignificance at the 5 percent level of significance. The R-Sq 
(adj) statistic is .763, which indicates that the estimated regression equation explains 
76.3% of the movement in the 2016 Weighted Olympic Medal Tallies. The same 
two tests mentioned earlier for multicollinearity were carried out. While the VIFs 
of every variable were below 4, the correlation coefficient between LEI and GDPPC 
was high (.839) (see Appendix).

Lastly, LEI and HDI were both removed from the regression analysis, as the 
GDPPC of a nation heavily correlates with the country's livelihood indices. While 
the P-values for GDPPC (0.372) and Host Country (0.463) still indicate insignifi-
cance at the 5 percent level of significance, the coefficient for GDPPC is positive as 
anticipated. Overall, the F-statistic for the equation indicated significance. The VIFs 
were calculated to check for multicollinearity. They were all below 2 indicating there 
is no multicollinearity. Also, the R-Sq (adj) (0.757) remained identical to the R-Sq 
(adj) (0.757) of the regression equation that included HDI.
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The regression equation is      

ln (1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2016)) = - 1.591 + 0.089 ln(Population 2016)

+ 0.044 ln(GDP per Capita (current US$, 2016)) + 0.552 Host Country 

+  0.807 ln(1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2012))

These results indicate Population (2016) and Weighted Medal Tally (2012) 
have a statistically significant impact on the Weighted Medal Tally (2016). The 
P-value of Population (2016) is .044, which is statistically significant at the 5 per-
cent significance level. Furthermore, the 2012 Weighted Medal Tally had a much 
more significant impact on the 2016 Weighted Medal Tally. A 1 percent increase in 
the 2012 Weighted Medal Tally yields a .807 percent increase in the 2016 Weighted 
Medal Tally. GDPPC and Host Country are not statistically significant at the 5 
percent level.

Regression Analysis

Table 1: Standard Medal Tally (1:1:1)

The next step is to determine the nation's relative expected performance. The 
regression analysis provides a model to determine the expected number of weighted 
medals won. Therefore, countries are successful relative to their resources and past 
achievements if their actual weighted medals won exceeds their expected medals 
won. The degree to which their achievement is relatively better than other countries 
is the magnitude of their residual value (De Bosscher 2008). Granted, the residual 
size is also affected by unincluded factors not present in the model.

Table 2: Top 10 Relative Weighted Olympic Performance (4:2:1)

Table 2 shows that Morocco had the highest relative performance than the 
other 185 countries in the study. This is a higher rank than the standard medal tally-
ing as it had placed Morocco at 18th in the ranking. In contrast, despite placing first 
in the standard medal rankings, the United States ranks 33rd relative to other coun-
tries' Olympic performances (see Appendix). Another key country is The Republic 
of Korea because, based on their economic resources available, their negative resid-
ual (-0.006) indicates they underperformed based on the model. These results could 
imply that countries with a large number of economic resources and experience are 
not as efficient as many other countries. Simultaneously, because there are dimin-
ishing marginal returns when increasing population and economic resources, these 
high-ranked medal winners could have possibly started to experience these dimin-
ishing returns and thus with each extra resource that is used, become less efficient.

Conclusion 
This paper's objective was to assess what factors determine Olympic success 

and to find the countries' relative success based on the assessed factors. It was hy-
pothesized that as the four variables in the original model increased, and if a country 
hosted the Olympic Games, then the weighted number of Olympic medals should 
increase. However, HDI had to be removed due to multicollinearity. While all of 
the variables' coefficients were positive, both the GDPPC and Host Country vari-
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ables were insignificant. Similar to previous studies, the analysis shows that each of 
the variables increases each country's performance. Objectively, the performances 
of countries with less economic resources are a greater success than their medal 
hoarding counterparts. When looking at traditional Olympic rankings, countries 
with fewer medals may be viewed as talentless. However, this new method of rank-
ing certain countries based on expected versus received medal counts recognizes 
which countries outperform what they are expected to achieve given their economic 
stature. 
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Appendix

Regression Analysis Using the Five Original Variables in Log Form
The regression equation is
ln (1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2016)) = - 1.507 + 0.089 ln(Population 2016)

- 0.042 ln(GDP per Capita (current US$ 2016)) + 0.579 Host Country + 0.927 
HDI (2016)     

+  0.794 ln(1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2012))

Regression Without HDI in Log Form – 4 Variables
The regression equation is
ln (1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2016)) = - 1.591 + 0.089 ln(Population 2016)

+ 0.044 ln(GDP per Capita (current US$, 2016)) + 0.552 Host Country 

+  0.807 ln(1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2012))

Correlation Test With HDI

Regression With Life Expectancy Index (LEI) in Log Form -5 Variables
The regression equation is
ln (1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2016)) = - 1.690 + 0.085 ln(Population 2016)

- 0.029ln(GDP per Capita (current US$, 2016)) + 0.550 Host Country + 0.959 
LEI (2016)

+  0.812 ln(1 + Weighted Medal Tally (2012)) 
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Correlation Test With Life Expectancy Index

Table 1: Standard Medal Tally (1:1:1)

Table 3: Relative Weighted Olympic Performance (4:2:1) Top 10 Standard  
Winners 

Table 2: Top 10 Relative Weighted Olympic Performance (4:2:1)
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Abstract:

From Culture to Novelty:
The Blurring of the Lines Between Inclusion and Whitewashing

In this paper, I seek to examine the colonialist power dynamics 
implicit in the “Courante” movement of Caroline Shaw’s 2012 
Partita for 8 Voices as performed and recorded by the chamber 
ensemble Roomful of Teeth.  Through a combined investigation 
of the composition, existing musicological scholarship on cultural 
appropriation, and critiques from contemporary indigenous art-
ists, I problematize Shaw’s use of katajjaq, or Inuit throat singing.  
Not only are the techniques of katajjaq used by the vocalists, but 
the katajjaq form is co-opted as the structure of the movement 
overall.  This is done without incorporation of any cultural or his-
torical context for katajjaq.  I argue that this absence is especially 
egregious due to the marginalization and near eradication of Inuit 
traditions such as katajjaq at the hands of colonial governments.  
My commentary also incorporates an appraisal of Roomful of 
Teeth’s and Shaw’s responses to criticisms of this work, and the 
ways in which both their performance practices and apologetic 
statements end up implicitly reaffirming systems of white suprem-
acist control through acultural absorbtion of marginalized musical 
traditions.

Chicago Style

Alice Banta
Class of 2021

Music
Caroline Shaw’s Partita for 8 Voices is frequently celebrated for its original-

ity. The Pulitzer committee described it as a “highly polished and inventive work” 
that incorporates “novel vocal effects,” and Shaw herself claimed that she wanted 
to “make sounds that [she] had never heard before.”1 These quotes from a New 
York Times press release following the Partita’s win obscur the methodologies used 
by Shaw and Roomful of Teeth, the ensemble with whom she developed the Par-
tita, framing them as inventors of the techniques used throughout the work. With 
this paper, I seek to complicate the positionality of Shaw and Roomful of Teeth as 
creators and investigate the degree of cultural appropriation in their practices. To 
narrow the scope of this analysis, I will focus on the third movement of the Partita 
for 8 Voices, the “Courante,” which relies heavily on both the techniques and the 
structure of katajjaq, or Inuit throat singing. Despite Shaw’s and Roomful of Teeth’s 
stated intentions to incorporate katajjaq in a culturally aware fashion, their vision of 
borderless borrowing leans towards an imperialist impulse.

Roomful of Teeth’s self-description on their website begins as follows:
Roomful of Teeth is a GRAMMY-winning vocal project dedicated to reimag-
ining the expressive potential of the human voice. Through study with mas-
ters from vocal traditions the world over, the eight-voice ensemble continu-
ally expands its vocabulary of singing techniques and, through an ongoing 
commissioning process, forges a new repertoire without borders.2

This description positions them as something between discoverers and collectors, 
seeking out techniques from global folk and popular vocal traditions. The degree 
to which they consider cultural background and the politics of appropriation is 
somewhat obscured. On one hand, as stated above, they “study with masters,” and 
Brad Wells, the group’s founder, has stated that their process is “very much about 
encountering the culture of singing that an expert will bring to us.”3 This suggests 
that perhaps the ensemble members see themselves in the position of amplifiers or 
supporters of global music techniques. However, this purported stance does not 
protect Roomful of Teeth from criticism. In his study of world beat’s pygmy pop, 
Steven Feld notes that of all those that creators he’s studying, “everyone – no matter 
how exoticizing, how patronizing, how romanticizing, how essentializing in their 
rhetoric or packaging – declares their fundamental respect, even deep affection for 

1 “2013 Pulitzer Prizes for Letters, Drama and Music,” The New York Times, April 15, 2013, https://
www.nytimes.com/2013/04/16/business/media/2013-pulitzer-prizes-for-letters-drama-and-music.
html?searchResultPosition=23
2 “About,” Roomful of Teeth, accessed November 30, 2020, https://www.roomfulofteeth.org/room-
ful.
3 Joshua H. Saulle, “Vocal Timbre and Technique in Caroline Shaw's Partita for 8 Voices” (PhD diss., 
University of California Los Angeles, 2019), 25.
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the original music makers.”4 Roomful of Teeth’s declaration of themselves as respect-
ful students of global traditions does not erase the power dynamics that can lead to 
misuse.

Their alleged innocence is further challenged by the manner in which tech-
niques are incorporated and the privileged position that Roomful of Teeth occupies 
as a respected chamber ensemble. As described by Joshua Saulle in his 2019 disser-
tation on the Partita, they “[collaborate] in cultivating and harvesting the diverse 
products of differing artistic personalities and approaches.”5 The language of “cul-
tivating” and “harvesting” artistry for a predominantly white, American ensemble 
reads as colonially oriented cultural appropriation, especially considering that many 
of the “diverse products” Roomful of Teeth draws from are indigenous practices, 
including katajjaq.

Additionally, their stated goal of expanding their “vocabulary of singing tech-
niques” and forging “a new repertoire without borders” demands an interrogation 
of the borders they are attempting to dismantle. This globalist goal echoes rhetoric 
of humanity as “one human race” or “one family,” ideas that are often espoused by 
naysayers of the impact of systemic racism and imperialism. This leads to concerns 
that the ensemble is not examining the impact of their idealistic, post-racial goals 
on the communities from which they are harvesting techniques. Imagining a prac-
tice outside international borders may at first seem to mirror indigenous practices 
of refuting borders instilled by colonial powers, such as the protests against the 
construction of the wall that cuts through Kumeyaay lands on the U.S.-Mexico 
border.6 However, it actually reifies the supremacy of Western concert traditions – 
the borders are being removed so that Roomful of Teeth can absorb materials and 
techniques without adequate credit given. They bring in master teachers but market 
the final compositions as novel and inventive, aculturally blending practices and 
treating them as technical tools in the service of Shaw’s vision.

Shaw integrates katajjaq techniques in this manner in the Partita as a core 
timbral element – the characteristic rhythmic inhalations and exhalations can be 
heard throughout most of the piece. Saulle identifies a crucial katajjaq gesture, “a 
hummed pitch followed by an eighth-note exhale-inhale… as much a physical, vo-
cal gesture as a musical idea” that becomes the “main rhythmic and timbral motor 

4 Steven Feld, “Pygmy POP: A Genealogy of Schizophonic Mimesis,” Yearbook for Traditional Music 
28 (1996): 26, JSTOR.
5 Saulle, “Vocal Timbre and Technique in Caroline Shaw's Partita for 8 Voices,” 1.
6 Max Rivlin-Nadler, “Young Kumeyaay Women Lead Protests Against Border Wall,” KPBS, August 
6, 2020, https://www.kpbs.org/news/2020/aug/06/young-kumeyaay-women-lead-protests-against-bor-
der-/.

of this movement.”7 The movement incorporates the hymn “Shining Shore” and 
elements of traditional Baroque courantes, but Saulle’s analysis emphasizes the role 
of Inuit techniques. Not only does katajjaq form a crucial motif, but the entire 
structure of the movement is rooted in the technique’s cultural origins. Saulle notes 
that “the falling pitch and exhale release of the hum is also a gesture of release of 
pent-up physical energy, which mirrors, in the smallest scale, the katajjak singers’ 
game of maintaining energy until ‘something gives.’ This sensation of energy being 
maintained until something gives is clearly operative in the code and ending of the 
movement.”8 The “singers’ game” description references the history of katajjaq in 
Inuit culture – it was originally a contest in which two women mimic and develop 
each others vocalizations until someone breaks the pattern.9 As Saulle describes, this 
structure of imitation and gradual build forms the basis for Shaw’s composition.

Later in the “Courante,” Shaw blends katajjaq techniques in the upper voices 
with xoomei and kargyraa techniques from Tuvan throat singing in the lower voices, 
practices which originated in a region near Mongolia. It feels like the intention of 
this mixture is achieving an impressive aural effect when it is considered through the 
lens of Saulle’s analysis. He notes that the subsection that introduces the Tuvan tech-
niques alongside the ongoing katajjaq pattern has both the highest and lowest pitch-
es found in the Partita, and that “these techniques are used similarly to intensify 
spectral complexity in the final subsection of the movement.”10 In the section before 
this, Shaw introduces katajjaq in the lower voices, veering from her prior adherence 
to the technique’s traditionally female-only practice. This unorthodox blending of 
techniques is exemplary of the kind of borderless performance Roomful of Teeth 
aspires to, making their goal seem less about amplifying minoritized traditions, and 
more focused on skimming from these traditions for the sake of an aesthetic goal 
celebrated as inventive when presented by Shaw and the ensemble.

The professed borderlessness through which Shaw incorporates these tech-
niques diverges from some previous denials of possible appropriation regarding oth-
er modern American composers. For example, there are some crucial differences be-
tween Shaw’s approach that I outlined above and Nancy Yunhwa Rao’s perspective 
on Henry Cowell in her article, “The Color of Music Heritage: Chinese America in 
American Ultra-Modern Music.” Rao believes that there is a negative impact when 
Cowell’s incorporation of Chinese-American music is labelled as appropriation since 
it reaffirms beliefs that Chinese immigrants to the U.S. are not Americans, but per-

7 Saulle, “Vocal Timbre and Technique in Caroline Shaw's Partita for 8 Voices,” 103.
8 Ibid. 104-105.
9 Ibid. 78
10 Ibid. 111-112.
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manently foreign individuals. In other words, “by equating non-European musics 
with non-American musics,” a necessary step in defining Cowell’s compositional 
strategies as Orientalist appropriation, such analysis “ignores the periods’s volatile 
social dynamics” and reduces Asian-Americans “to merely representational figures of 
‘the other’ rather than being acknowledged as social actors.”11

 Rao argues that Cowell’s use therefore should not be seen as appropriation 
since he is drawing from a wide variety of American influences that he personally en-
countered while growing up in San Francisco’s Chinatown. Because he was exposed 
to Chinese opera early in his life, Cowell believed that Chinese-American music 
“became as natural and as meaningful a part of [his] unconscious musical heritage 
as were the Anglo Celtic tradition of [his] parents.”12 Therefore, by incorporating 
Chinese-American musical techniques into his compositions such as “The Banshee,” 
it could be argued that Cowell better represents the spectrum of American musical 
traditions and promotes a Chinese-American aural presence in the ultra-modern 
music scene.

Unlike Cowell, Shaw has neither a shared nationality nor a lifelong familiar-
ity with katajjaq musical traditions – she lacks the sense of shared ownership and 
access to the techniques that support Rao’s diffusion of appropriation claims against 
Cowell. The Inuit predominantly live in Canada, and both Evie Mark and Akinisie 
Sivuarapik, Roomful of Teeth’s master teachers, reside there.13 Caroline Shaw is not 
Inuit, her early life was spent in Greenville, North Carolina, and her foundational 
musical training was in classical violin.14 There is no evidence of shared musical 
heritage, so even if one considers the question of appropriation within Rao’s rubric, 
Shaw still falls on the side of appropriation. Her eclectic instinct and expansive taste 
lead to her harvesting techniques from other cultures and synthesizing them into a 
product to be marketed as new.

Indeed, if we return to the press release about the Pulitzer Prize selection 
referenced earlier, Shaw herself says that she wants to “make sounds that [she] had 
never heard before”15– her goal is to remove the mechanism of sound production 
from its specific cultural origin and synthesize it with other assorted vocalisms, sim-
ilarly stripped of their sociocultural specificity. This process recalls aspects of Feld’s 
schizophonic mimesis. He is concerned with “how sound recordings, split from 

11 Nancy Yunhwa Rao, “The Color of Music Heritage: Chinese America in American Ultra-Modern 
Music,” Journal of Asian-American Studies 12, no. 1 (2009): 88-89, 10.7282/T3SX6GGW.
12 Ibid, 96.
13 Chris McGovern, “Roomful of Teeth,” The Glass, August 6, 2012, https://chrismcgovernmusic.
wordpress.com/2012/08/06/roomful-of-teeth/.
14 Saulle, “Vocal Timbre and Technique in Caroline Shaw's Partita for 8 Voices,” 63.
15 The New York Times, “2013 Pulitzer Prizes for Letters, Drama and Music.”

their source through the chain of audio production, circulation, and consump-
tion… stimulate and license renegotiations of identity.”16 The mediating involved 
here is not of the electronic variety, but Shaw’s compositional process here serves as 
a link in the chain of “circulation and consumption” processing the katajjaq mate-
rial. The “renegotiation of identity” is seen in Shaw’s above quote – the katajjaq is 
no longer primarily presented as a culturally Inuit music, but rather as a exoticized 
and Othered sound, new to Shaw and new to audiences with backgrounds similarly 
ensconced in the Western European tradition.

Shaw’s work received significant critique from contemporary indigenous art-
ists – this being said, it is important to note that the two people I will reference 
in this section, Tanya Tagaq and Brent Michael Davids, cannot be considered as 
spokespeople for all indigenous musicians and composers on this issue, especially 
because Davids is not himself Inuit. However, I chose to highlight their commentary 
because they have experience performing and composing within both indigenous 
and Western musical traditions, and they’ve both participated in collaborations with 
groups such as the Kronos Quartet that intentionally blend traditions. Tanya Tagaq, 
an Inuit “experimental vocalist and artist,”17 sparked a fierce discussion on Shaw’s 
“Courante” when she denounced the movement in a Twitter thread that began with 
the following tweet, along with a video of a full performance of the Partita:

This is appropriation. The third movement (at about 12 min) is entire-
ly based on Inuit throat singing. Specifically the Love Song. No Inuit are 
named as composers, no Inuit hired. This won the @PulitzerPrizes @room-
fulofteeth18

This tweet outlines Tagaq’s central concerns, namely, the direct use of the “Love 
Song” pattern, the lack of Inuit cited as composers, and a perceived lack of meaning-
ful financial compensation for the Inuit master teachers. Tagaq’s call out of Shaw’s 
use of the “Love Song” as abject appropriation garnered a response from Wells in an 
interview. He claimed that “the question of cultural appropriation assumes that the 
powerful culture is the only one that is involved in the exchange, but in fact these 
exchanges are happening constantly. There’s an arrogance in our role, thinking of 
ourselves as the powerful culture and handpicking little things to use to our profit. 
These exchanges happen everywhere all the time, and you can’t stop them. They can 
enrich everybody.”19 This assertion removes cultural appropriation from any sense of 

16 Feld, “Pygmy POP,” 13.
17 Tanya Tagaq, accessed November 30, 2020, http://tanyatagaq.com/.
18 Tagaq, Tanya (@tagaq), “This is appropriation…” Twitter, October 16, 2019, 11:01am, https://
twitter.com/tagaq/status/118448446727408025.
19 Brent Michael Davids, “Cultural Appropriation in Classical Music?” New Music USA, 2019, 
https://nmbx.newmusicusa.org/cultural-appropriation-in-classical-music/.
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a power structure and is an unsurprising defensive move, considering it is easiest for 
those benefiting from systems of domination to deny their reality.

Although Wells’ response was published well after Tagaq’s original Twitter 
thread, she would likely disagree with him. Another tweet in her original thread 
states that, “The dominating culture is a colonial based hive mind that constantly 
undermines our voices. They are used to taking without asking, without naming 
our names. Everything has been taken. Our land, our bodies, our children, our 
lives, our blood, OUR SONGS.”20 Tagaq is not exaggerating here – katajjaq was 
banned along with many other Inuit practices during the colonial process of forced 
assimilation.21 Wells does not acknowledge the pattern of cultural theft beyond the 
borrowing that Roomful of Teeth participates in. His statement makes him appear 
ignorant to the re-enacting of violence that this kind of appropriation performs, 
regardless of whether it is willfully or naively done. Wells’ response displays his 
privilege because he is able to choose not to consider the power dynamics implicit 
in the borrowing of indigenous folk music like katajjaq, whereas Tagaq describes 
living within these oppressive power dynamics and being regularly reminded of 
their historical reverberations.

Brent Michael Davids, a composer and performer with training in Native 
American and Western music and a citizen of the Mohican nation, also commented 
on the impact historical power dynamics have when approaching contemporary ar-
tistic exchange. In an article for New Music USA, he insists that, because of the his-
tory of genocide inflicted from imperial, colonial forces, “not all cultural exchanges 
are equivalent. Where adjacent cultures may mix on equal terms, there can be shar-
ing and collaboration. But in many cases in North America where the indigenous 
people faced eradication and forced culture change, no such equal sharing or col-
laboration was possible—quite the opposite transpired.”22 This perspective further 
refutes Wells. His claim that “there’s an arrogance in our role, thinking of ourselves 
as the powerful culture and handpicking little things to use to our profit” takes an 
acultural stance, ignoring the fact that white creators have historically occupied a 
more powerful role through violent imperialist means. He is mistaken in his as-
sumption that this perceived power is new, or is put upon by contemporary cultural 
actors – it is a systemically ingrained imbalance of power that he must acknowledge 
and deal with if he is to continue incorporating indigenous music. Davids empha-
sizes “meaningful collaboration with living, changing, vibrant cultures in ways that 

20 Tagaq, “This is appropriation.”
21 Jon Wertheim, “The Sounds of Inuit Throat Singer Tanya Tagaq,” CBS News, May 5, 
2019, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/the-sounds-of-inuit-throat-singer-tanya-tagaq-60-min-
utes-2019-05-05/.
22 Davids, “Cultural Appropriation in Classical Music?”

remain dynamic”23 is possible, and highlights his experiences with Chanticleer and 
the Kronos Quartet as examples of such work.

Tagaq’s second main concern from her tweet quoted above is that the teach-
ing artists are not given credit or compensated, and that indigenous intellectual 
property theft is thereby occurring. Her claim that Mark and Sivuarapik were not 
paid or named is incorrect. Roomful of Teeth paid the artists for their educational 
work, they are both listed on the ensemble’s website as master teachers,24 and Shaw 
mentioned them by name in interviews years before these tweets.25 However, Tagaq 
correctly notes that neither artist is given co-compositional credit. She implies that 
the generative role Mark and Sivuarapik played when introducing the “Love Song” 
makes their lack of compositional credit particularly egregious. In a later Twitter 
thread discussing Roomful of Teeth’s apologetic statement, she remarks that “The 
Inuit who taught you that song are the composers of that section of your piece. 
Intellectual Property is real. Do you understand this? Why are Indigenous songs 
reduced to mere gibberish and/or vocal techniques?”26 Legal backing for official 
charges of intellectual property threat is unlikely, but her complaints speak to the 
potential impossibility of appropriately compensating for this kind of borrowing 
on more of a moral or theoretical level than a legal one. She emphasizes that these 
artists’ and the culture they represent are made increasingly invisible when the piece 
is performed without credit being given directly to the Inuit artists. Is there a price 
that can be put on the use of katajjaq if the way it is applied erodes the presence of 
Inuit culture in modern discourse? 

This frustration from Tagaq is rooted in the concept of music as a generative 
process rather than the fixed result model adhered to by most Western concert mu-
sic. Although he is not speaking specifically about Inuit traditions, Davids also iden-
tifies the idea of a generative process as a core tenet of indigenous music-making in 
North America. He notes that “Because it is regarded as a generative process, what 
a Native American enacts with song-ing moves life in that direction; what is sung 
about happens. When generative song-ing occurs, it’s like birthing out performa-
tive sequences of life… Indigenous cultures see music like giving birth so that each 
new song event is a new creation. The song being sung might be a time-honored 
song, but when performed it is newly reborn—it is not considered the same song.” 

23 Ibid.
24 “Teachers,” Roomful of Teeth, accessed November 30, 2020, https://www.roomfulofteeth.org/
teachers.
25 McGovern, “Roomful of Teeth.”
26 Tagaq, Tanya (@tagaq), “Here is a statement…” Twitter, October 23, 2019, 3:55pm, https://twit-
ter.com/tagaq/status/1187095235698003969.
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27This complicates not only concerns about intellectual property, but also Roomful 
of Teeth’s act of lifting katajjaq as a vocal technique out of its cultural origins. If 
katajjaq was originally a social game between two women and remains a process 
of crafting a song within the embodied practice, is it possible for performances to 
incorporate it properly while viewing it as merely a vocal technique? Because the 
Western tradition sees itself as universal, its practitioners have a tendency to assume 
everyone both sees Western music as universal and all music as equally malleable on 
account of this universality. Shaw sees the "Courante" as "just music" – it is com-
pletely divorced from its original Baroque-period functional role. However, Inuit 
music does not exist outside its original function in this way. A fundamental part of 
Shaw's mistake is assuming that katajjaq can be used as absolute music material – 
doing so assumes that the musical principles and common practices of the Western 
tradition are universal and therefore superior.

I am not insinuating that the only way to perform Inuit music is by being a 
strict traditionalist. Tagaq herself identifies as an experimentalist and has collaborat-
ed with artists in many genres, including those who perform within the framework 
of Western concert music. Her complaint isn’t just that katajjaq has been removed 
from its original context, but that it is being used unconscionably. Her dissent is 
reaffirmed by Davids’ commentary, but once again, these two commentators are 
not monolithic representatives for all indigenous voices. Crucially, the perspective 
of Mark and Sivuarapik is absent here – their opinions on the Partita may very well 
differ.

However, given the historical and cultural perspective provided by Tagaq’s 
and Davids’ critique, Roomful of Teeth’s practices look increasingly exploitative, es-
pecially considering the incredible amount of profit, prizes, and prestige that Room-
ful of Teeth and Caroline Shaw have benefitted from since the release of Partita for 8 
Voices. In a public statement released by Wells and Shaw, they claim that “the intent 
is not… to become expert performers in any of these styles – or even to literally 
perform these styles in our music – but rather, in the process of learning to move the 
voice in widely different ways, to open up new sound possibilities as we build our 
repertoire.”28 Not only does this statement reaffirm the critical concerns of the strip-
ping of cultural context from indigenous techniques, but it does so in a statement 
that is attempting to serve as an apology. The justification of the process negates 
any restorative properties the statement might have otherwise had the potential for.

The paradox of the apologetic antiracist statement is theorized in Sara 

27 Davids, “Cultural Appropriation in Classical Music?”
28 Brad Wells and Caroline Shaw, “Public Statement,” Scribd, 2019, https://www.scribd.com/docu-
ment/431605620/Public-Statement.

Ahmed’s 2006 article, “The Nonperformativity of Antiracism.” Although she focus-
es on university statements, her ideas are applicable to Wells’ and Shaw’s response. 
Ahmed highlights the fact that in simultaneously claiming to listen to objecting 
voices and defending previous actions, an institution negates its claims of open lis-
tening. As she says, “Organizational pride in being good at hearing messages pre-
vents the message getting through. Such a speech act does exactly what it says that it 
does not do: it refuses to hear complaint in the very moment it says that it does hear 
complaint.”29 This tendency is visible in Wells’ and Shaw’s statement when they say 
that they “understood our music nested in these patterns to be sufficiently distinct 
from katajjaq to constitute something new. But thanks to the many voices we have 
heard in the past two weeks we understand that we cannot be the arbiters of that 
distinction. We have work to do.”30 The act of crying out that they are listening runs 
the risk of making themself the loudest voice in the room once again.

Within the same quote from the statement, Wells and Shaw again enact 
Ahmed’s theory, this time regarding the miring effect of the “commitment.” She 
notes that “commitment is an action, but it is one that does not act on its own. 
Instead, it depends on other actions, or on what is done with it… The work of com-
mitment is how you act on the action: it is about what the action allows the prac-
titioner to do.”31 Although Wells and Shaw state that they “have work to do” and 
outline steps, they run the risk of the declaration of possible improvement standing 
in for any of the other difficult work of self-examination and self-regulation that 
would lead to tangible change.32 They teeter on the edge of the nonperformativity 
and inaction within a call to action that Ahmed sees in higher education’s anti-racist 
statements.

The flaws of the public statement are not a separate issue from the discon-
certing approach used by Roomful of Teeth with which Tagaq and others took is-
sue. Both the acultural distortion of indigenous practices into mere technical vocal 
feats and the nonaction within the statement are rooted in the insidious project of 
reaffirming the dominant position of whiteness. As Ahmed says, too often “diver-
sity and equality work… becomes about changing perceptions of whiteness rather 
than changing the whiteness of organizations.”33 In their statement, Wells and Shaw 
sought to frame themselves as having misstepped, but perhaps a greater examination 
of the whiteness of their organization and creative philosophies is required in order 

29 Sara Ahmed, “The Nonperformativity of Antiracism,” Meridians 7, no. 1 (2006): 111, https://
www.jstor.org/stable/40338719.
30 Wells and Shaw, “Public Statement.”
31 Ahmed, “The Nonperformativity of Antiracism,” 113.
32 Ibid. 117.
33 Ibid. 118.
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to come to terms with the critiques from indigenous communities. Roomful of 
Teeth posits their border-refuting collaborative practices as radically equalizing, but 
they can be interpreted as an imperialist gesture. Though they are educated by mas-
ter teachers, their overarching project of neutralizing cultural influences and treating 
functional cultural music as mere styles of vocal production reaffirms Western impe-
rialism because it structurally parallels historical practices of the forced assimilation 
of indigenous peoples including the Inuit by colonizers.
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Sincerity and Authenticity in Philip Roth's 
American Pastoral

Sincerity and authenticity are long-held values of Western Civ-
ilization, which make them a perfect target for deconstruction 
in Philip Roth’s Pulitzer Prize winning novel, American Pastoral. 
This essay explores various definitions of sincerity and authentici-
ty from multiple fields, including literature, history, and psychol-
ogy, and then applies those definitions to the structure, setting, 
and characters of American Pastoral. Structurally, the novel puts 
as much distance between the reader and the characters as possi-
ble, making it impossible for the reader to assess the character’s 
authenticity. The novel is set in the 1960s and 1970s, a political-
ly and socially tumultuous time in American history. The social 
unrest causes the characters to question whether they are acting 
as their true selves, or whether they are so affected by societal con-
ditioning that authenticity is no longer possible. Lastly, the essay 
interrogates the role of Lionel Trilling’s “hypocrite villain” in the 
imagination of the characters. The essay ultimately finds that sin-
cerity and authenticity are not only impossible in the world of 
American Pastoral, but unwanted and unnecessary.
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Since medieval times, so-called Western civilization has valued sincerity. We 
appreciate sincere people and often see them as more pure than the rest of us who 
have been poisoned by ego or the desire to be liked by others. Although sincerity 
and authenticity are desirable to us, we run into significant problems when it comes 
to identifying and verifying these traits in others. For starters, it is almost impossible 
for an outsider to know whether a person is really sincere. As Lionel Trilling writes 
in his renowned book Sincerity and Authenticity, “[sincerity]... refers primarily to a 
congruence between avowal and actual feeling” (Trilling 2). But how can an outsid-
er know what another person’s “actual” feeling is except by the “avowal” the person 
makes? Trilling makes it clear that this is no small problem, pointing out that “the 
value [Western men] attached to the enterprise of sincerity became a salient, perhaps 
a definitive, characteristic of Western culture for some four hundred years.” (Trill-
ing 5-6). We have placed extreme significance on a trait that we cannot accurately 
ascertain.

Of course, there have been some changes in those four hundred years. Sincer-
ity and authenticity emerged as important values in the 1600s after the collapse of 
feudalism, when social mobility became possible for the middle class (Lindholm 2). 
Suddenly a person’s whole life could change based on the way one represented one-
self to a member of a higher class. But how can one represent oneself in a desirable 
way without blatantly displaying one’s goal of social advancement or relinquishing 
one’s “true self ”? From this issue, concerns about authenticity began to arise. Au-
thenticity suggests “a more strenuous moral experience than sincerity does,” “moral” 
being the operative word (Trilling 11). If sincerity is focused on public displays of 
genuine emotion, authenticity is “the more solipsistic goal of finding a guiding inner 
light.” (Lindholm 3-4). And yet, even though authenticity is perhaps more personal 
than sincerity, the same problem with identifying and judging authenticity arises. 
As Charles Taylor theorized, in our modern world “identity is generated, not given, 
[therefore] persons must discover and ratify who they really are through dialogue; 
the authentic person cannot exist alone, but must win the recognition and respect 
of others.” (Lindholm 9-10). Although authenticity is a personal, internal affair like 
sincerity, it must be recognized by others based on one’s performance. 

These are the unsolvable problems with which the characters in Philip Roth’s 
American Pastoral must reckon. Although all of Roth’s characters value sincerity and 
authenticity in one way or another, they have completely different ideas about how 
these values fit into the social and political landscape of the 1960s and 1970s. This 
essay will explore how the structure, setting, and character interactions in American 
Pastoral highlight the impossibility of verifying authenticity, even as a reader who is 
supposedly privy to the inner working of a character's mind.

Structure
The first section of American Pastoral is a reflection written by novelist Na-

than Zuckerman, who attended school with Seymour “the Swede” Levov. The sec-
ond and third sections are Zuckerman’s attempts at writing the story of the Swede’s 
life before and after his daughter, Merry Levov, bombed a local post office to protest 
the Vietnam War. By nature of this structure, there is a great distance between the 
reader and the “truth” of the story: Philip Roth is writing as Nathan Zuckerman 
who is writing about Swede Levov. The reader is aware that American Pastoral is a 
fictional story, but cannot be sure what to accept as truth within that fictional story. 
The second and third sections can either be interpreted as a “truthful” account of the 
Swede’s life or disregarded as Zuckerman’s mere postulation about a man he barely 
knew in his youth. 

Things get even more complicated when the narration switches into the first 
person use of I. In Sincerity and Authenticity, Trilling relays one critic’s distinction 
between the uses of I in Romantic poetry, where I might “[stand] immediately and 
unequivocally for the author” or “for the persona of the author’s’” (Trilling 8). Amer-
ican Pastoral complicates this even further because there are either two authors or 
two personas, depending on your perspective. Essentially, the roles in American Pas-
toral are as follows:

Since the “I” in these moments of first person could refer to Roth, Zucker-
man, or the Swede, the reader is unsure whether they are engaging with the author, 
the author’s persona, or the persona. Therefore, the reader cannot tell whether these 
moments are expressions of sincerity, authenticity, or neither, because it is unclear 
who is expressing these thoughts. Are they the Swede’s expression of authenticity, 
when he is able to break free from the constraints of the novel and speak his inner 
truth? Or Zuckerman’s expressions of sincerity when his “feelings” align so much 
with the Swede’s that his “avowal” emerges in the first person? 

Regardless of which of these theories may be correct, the reader cannot know 
exactly who the I refers to, and that is part of the point. American Pastoral is written 
in such a way that the author and the persona are too intertwined to be separated; 
the “avowal” (the novel itself ) and the “actual feeling” (the “truth” of the novel) are 
too close to extract from each other. In this way, Roth comments on the impossibil-
ity of verifying sincerity and authenticity. Even in a novel that allows the reader to 
get inside the character’s head in a way one never could in real life, the authentic self 

Rachel Weisenthal Sincerity and Authenticity



144 145

and sincere expression are inaccessible. 

Setting
Moving inwards from the novel’s structure to its setting does little to clear 

up the issues of sincerity and authenticity. American Pastoral takes place during the 
1960s and 1970s, a time of great social and political unrest in America. In her essay 
“Truth, the Self, and Political Critique: Authenticity and Radical Politics in 1960s 
America” Nina Hagel reports that during this time of unrest, political groups used 
appeals to authenticity to accomplish ideological goals (Hagel 222). Appeals to au-
thenticity served political groups by “connecting those political values to concerns 
with one’s inner life, to the way one thinks and feels about who one is.” (Hagel 222). 
This is apparent in American Pastoral through Merry Levov, who is radicalized by 
the anti- Vietnam War movement. By reading propaganda and spending time with 
anti-war radicals, Merry begins to believe that the same principles that led to the 
Vietnam War also led to her personal dissatisfaction and feelings of otherness. Roth 
writes, 

“Merry concluded that what was deforming her life wasn't the stutter-
ing but the futile effort to overturn it. The crazy effort. The ridiculous 
significance she had given to that stutter to meet the Rimrock expec-
tations of the very parents and teachers and friends who had caused 
her to so overestimate something as secondary as the way she talked… 
Vehemently she renounced the appearance and the allegiances of the 
good little girl who had tried so hard to be adorable and lovable like all 
the other good little Rimrock girls—renounced her meaningless man-
ners, her petty social concerns, her family's "bourgeois" values. She had 
wasted enough time on the cause of herself. "I'm not going to spend my 
whole life wrestling day and night with a fucking stutter when kids are 
b-b-b-being b-b-b-b-b-bu-bu-bu roasted alive by Lyndon B-b-b-baines 
b-b-b-bu-bu-burn-'em-up Johnson!" (Roth 101)
Merry renounces the Rimrock values that try to change her authentic self 

(which manifests as her stutter) and that contribute to the Vietnam War.  To use 
Hagel’s words, Merry connects Rimrock’s political and social values to the way she 
thinks and feels about herself. 

However, like all things in American Pastoral, Merry’s radicalization is com-
plicated. “Radicalization” implies that Merry was one way, and then became radical-
ized into the sort of person who could bomb a building. But is Merry’s “authentic 
self ” the person she was before she bombed the building, or did her radicalization 
transform her into her authentic self? This question plagues the Swede every day as 

he tries to figure out what happened to make his sweet little girl turn to violence. 
Merry and Rita Cohen would argue that society’s efforts to make Merry 

conform drove her to the anti-War movement and to violence. And interestingly 
enough, they would have some very compelling information to back them up. Nina 
Hagel states that “Different authenticity claims throughout the 1960s and 1970s 
posited a number of factors that were thought to corrode the inner self, such as cap-
italism, racism, sexism, and bureaucracy.” (Hagel 230). Rita Cohen tells the Swede 
that Merry’s transformation is due to the stifling environment that the Swede and 
his wife Dawn created at home. When Rita claims that Dawn tried to make Merry 
into a debutante, the Swede retorts, “‘Merry shoveled cowshit from the time she was 
six. You don't know what you're talking about. Merry was in the 4-H Club. Merry 
rode tractors. Merry—’ [Rita replies,] ‘Fake. All fake.’” (Roth 135). Rita suggests 
that the Swede and Dawn’s attempts to give Merry a perfect childhood really just 
“corroded [her] inner self ” (Hagel 230). In Rita’s worldview, society transformed 
Merry’s true authentic self so devastatingly that Merry’s only choice was to respond 
with violence. In the Swede’s worldview, the anti-War movement warped Merry’s 
true authentic self and convinced her that violence was sincere expression. Much 
of the tension in American Pastoral comes from these conflicting views. Roth in-
tentionally leaves these questions unanswered while providing compelling narrative 
support for both in order to show that there is no way of truly knowing which 
aspects of the self are authentic and which aspects result from social conditioning. 

Character Interactions
This interaction between Rita and the Swede exemplifies another aspect of 

authenticity claims that gained popularity in the 1960s but can be tracked all the 
way back to the 1600s: hypocrisy. Trilling identifies a character found in the works 
of Molier and Shakespeare whom he calls the hypocrite-villain. “The hypocrite-vil-
lain, the conscious dissembler, has become marginal, even alien, to the modern 
imagination of the moral life. The situation in which a person systematically mis-
represents himself in order to practise upon the good faith of another does not 
readily command our interest, scarcely our credence.” (Trilling 16). But contrary to 
Trilling’s belief that the hypocrite villain no longer captures our imagination, Nina 
Hagel writes of “a culturally pervasive dislike of hypocrisy” in the 1960s that “facil-
itated the politicization of authenticity appeals.” (Hagel 223). Rita asserts the exis-
tence of two hypocrite-villians in the Levov household: Dawn and Merry.  Dawn’s 
desire for Merry to work with the cows is the act of a hypocrite-villain who appears 
to want one life for Merry, but really wants a perfect debutante daughter. Merry 
acted as a hypocrite-villain throughout her childhood, only pretending to enjoy the 
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all-American lifestyle her parents created for her, secretly harbouring the capacity for 
violence all the while. Even the Swede entertains the possibility of a hypocrite-villain 
when he wonders if Rita is “impersonating someone, acting from a script prepared 
beforehand” or if Merry and Rita “Are… out to do nothing but torture and torment 
me?” (Roth 143, 369).

The hypocrite villain is alive and well in Roth’s American Pastoral. Not only 
that, but the hypocrite-villain becomes even more intriguing given the time period 
in which the novel takes place. In the 1960s, the tension between social conformity 
and counter-culture movements was high. To “consciously dissemble” was to play 
upon people’s anxieties about the changing social and political landscape. Further-
more, much has changed since the appearance of the hypocrite-villain in literature. 
“Practicing upon the good faith of others” takes so many new forms in the modern 
era, where we have such long-standing ideas about how a young girl such as Merry 
should behave, and where our good faith is already in such short supply. A character 
such as the Swede, whose good faith runs deeper than anyone else's in American 
Pastoral, is viscerally hurt and completely destroyed by the possibility of his daugh-
ter’s conscious dissembling and inauthentic performance. If a father cannot even 
tell who his daughter “really is” during her childhood, how can anyone hope to 
recognize inauthenticity in others? 

Conclusions
American Pastoral asks many questions and gives very few answers. The more 

the reader reads, the less certain they are of the characters’ true nature. As Zucker-
man says at the beginning of the novel, the reader’s experience of the characters and 
the characters’ experiences of each other is as follows: “You get them wrong before 
you meet them, while you’re anticipating meeting them; you get them wrong while 
you’re with them; and then you go home to tell somebody else about the meeting 
and you get them all wrong again.” (Roth 35). It is impossible to get someone right 
without getting inside their head, which is only possible in novels and other art 
forms. Yet, even then, we are still unable to access a person’s real authentic self. Roth 
creates a web of deceit, misconception, and conflicting truths so impossible to get 
out of that the characters (and the reader) eventually have to stop struggling and re-
alize that the authentic truth can never be found. Even if it could, it wouldn’t matter 
anyway. It does not matter whether Merry’s act of violence was a sincere display of 
her authentic self or not. She still bombed a building. It does not matter whether 
the words in parts two and three are Zuckerman’s or the Swede’s-- they are there 
on the page either way. Roth demonstrates the pointlessness of trying to ascertain 
authenticity, especially in politically tumultuous times such as the 1960s and 1970s, 
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when there are so many modern ways to fail to understand each other and so many 
modern ways to construct and conceal ourselves. 
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