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We are announcing our new website!
The editorial staff of Utraque Unum is proud to present our new digital ver-
sion of the journal, which can be found at utraqueunum.org. The website 
will feature digital-exclusive articles and interviews, letters from readers, a 
complete archive of the journal's collection, and the chance to engage other 
readers of the journal in conversation and scholarship. In addition, each new 
print edition will be available to read online. We encourage our readers to 
check out this exciting new chapter in our story. Please direct any reader 
responses or letters to utraqueunum@georgetown.edu. Happy reading!
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Dear Reader,
Even at the start of the pandemic (indeed, it would be a great disservice to the past year 

and a half not to center this letter around the coronavirus) people were already beginning to 
speculate about what the long-term effects were going to be. Whether concerning economics, public 
health, sociology, fashion, politics, or art, it seemed as if everyone was already beginning to think of 
the end and what a post-pandemic future would look like. I found this a truly fascinating behavior—
it seemed as if humans were creating history preemptively, completely cognizant of the fact that 
what we said, wrote, photographed, and created had the potential to be preserved.

This certainty of being included into the written record is an (I have to say it) unprecedented 
prerogative that is often overlooked. In fact, that very apt (albeit platitudinous) term ‘unprecedented’ 
is just another indicator of an increasing self-awareness of our position in time. We are actively 
conscious of the fact that what we are experiencing has never been experienced before and will be 
looked back on as distinctly historical. 

I argue that this self-awareness is a crucial commonality found between all the pieces in this 
issue. While reading each paper, I was continually appreciative of the lack of temporal arrogance 
that can infect academic writing. I did not find authors that presented their ideas as the “end all be 
all”—instead I was comforted by an intentional lack of certainty mediated throughout their works. 
This should not be mistaken for a lack of confidence or acuity, but a balanced precociousness that 
marks a surprising amount of maturity and foresight. In doing so, this consciousness did not dis-
count the value of these pieces but enhanced their arguments by adding a healthy dose of nuance 
and perspective.

We are not at the “end” of the pandemic and even the barest presupposition of that is a greater re-
flection of privilege rather than present reality. However, following the phenomenon outlined in the 
beginning, as this past semester came to a close, I could not help but wonder what the more latent 
side effects of this pandemic could be. It was not until I began editing this issue that I accidentally 
found some of the answers to that perpetual, insurmountable question: what next?

One of the trends I noticed was a high level of skepticism that mirrored my own such as in “Envi-
sioning Abundance, Finding Peril” where the author challenges long preconceived notions of British 
imperialism in Jordan. As mentioned above, there is the prevalent self-awareness such as in a piece 
called “Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor, Answer of the Pope” that locates the intersection of the 
Catholic church and environmentalism within the context of its complicated history. “Earthly Hor-
ror” acts as a booster to this introspection as it processes both the moral and political consequences 
of the Manhattan Project on a global and individual scale. Concurrently, there is an active push to-
wards including and centering stories that have gone unheard such as in “Not Quite ‘Half the Sky’” 
and “Roman Homosexuality” where the roles of Chinese feminists and LGBTQ+ Roman identities 
in history are elucidated. Additionally, there is an incredible amount of urgency injected into these 
works. Many are not just spectacular compilations of research, critical thinking, and ingenuity, but 
also clear calls to action. “An Examination of Claims that Gentrification is Genocide” and “Swing and 
a Miss” are papers that not only perspicaciously examine neglected histories in Washington D.C. and 
Georgetown, but demand empathy and response. 

The Editor’s Desk



This is not “armchair academia,” but a collection of papers that have been activated by a new 
generation of thinkers whose patterns of skepticism, self-awareness, inclusivity, and urgency have 
been exacerbated by the pandemic. Although the circumstances in which these trends compounded 
are tragic, I have to feel a little optimistic and remain extremely grateful for the work that these 
authors have put forth. It makes me even more excited about future publications from this eventual 

“post-pandemic” generation.
I would like to also thank our staff from the class of 2020: Mark McNiskin, Aidan Poling, Jack 

Brownfield, Michael DeFelice, Carrie Connelly, Nathalie Danso and Christof Kuehne; as well as 
those who are leaving us this year: Kathryn Blanco, Charlie Goetzman, and Henry Groseclose. And 
most especially, I’d like to thank Ren, our Editor-in-Chief, for taking me under your wing and mak-
ing all those many Zoom editing hours both enlightening and truly fun. Lastly, thank you, reader, 
for your continued curiosity and support.

Sincerely,
Mel Smith 
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F or millennia, humans have looked to the 
stars to answer one of our deepest and 
most fundamental questions: Are we 

alone? Only in recent decades have we begun to 
answer this question using the scientific method. 
Confirmation of the existence (past or present) 
or absence of extraterrestrial intelligence—and 
indeed the search itself—will have profound 
and unpredictable effects on many aspects of life 
on Earth. But before humankind reckons with 
the implications of an intelligent cosmic Other, 
we will have to find them. Because we have no 
precise definition of “intelligence,” and because 
any meaningful definition would be impossible 
to detect over interstellar distances, the Search 
for Extraterrestrial Intelligence (SETI) is in prac-
tice the search for technosignatures: evidence of 
technology that modifies its environment in a de-
tectable way and thereby enables us to presume 
the existence of its creators.1 Since the field’s 
inception in 1959, radio astronomy searches for 
electromagnetic messages have dominated SETI. 
Although no one can definitively say which 
search strategy is most likely to succeed, radio 
has enjoyed supremacy largely due to its feasi-
bility; few of the many alien technologies and 
behaviors proposed by scientists are detectable 
with our current instruments. Detectability and 
other widely-agreed-upon metrics for assessing 
SETI strategies are adequate for a short-term ap-
proach that compares current potential search 
methods. However, the search for extraterres-
trial intelligence is a “scientific long shot,” and 
while radio astronomers may make the momen-
tous discovery of extraterrestrial intelligence 

(ETI) tomorrow, it may take thousands of years 
to conclusively point to the existence or absence 
of ETI.2 Therefore, it is crucial that we develop 
a long-term strategy for SETI that complements 
existing short-term approaches. At its root, the 
search for extraterrestrial intelligence depends 
upon accurate assumptions about ETI. Conse-
quently, a long-term view of SETI should encour-
age propositions based not only on the physical 
sciences, but on the data, techniques, and ap-
proaches of other fields such as anthropology, 
intelligence theory, animal communications, 
and psychology. Making full use of interdisci-
plinary human knowledge could lead to bold 
theories for technosignatures which should be 
pursued regardless of the current feasibility of 
the correlated search strategies.

A long-term approach to SETI that fosters the 
development of inventive, radical new search 
strategies calls for an overhaul of the existing met-
rics used to judge proposed technosignatures. 
Participants at the 2018 NASA Technosignatures 
Workshop presented “axes of merit” with which 
to compare prospective technosignatures to one 
another, an approach that essentially looks for 
overlap between that which is unavoidable for 
alien civilizations and detectable for humans.3 
The workshop identified six “scientific” and 
three “practical” axes of merit. One example of 
the former is longevity, which accounts for both 
how long a technology might be in use during 
a civilization’s technological lifetime and how 
long a specific signal might last (e.g., spacecraft 
propulsion may only occur in short bursts, but 
a civilization might use spacecraft for millions 

SETI for Far Future: 
Thinking Broadly, Boldly

Jessica Wahl
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of years). Ambiguity and inevitability are also 
important metrics. Respectively, they seek to 
measure whether a technosignature could be 
confused for or overlap with natural phenom-
ena, and how likely it is to occur (e.g., deliberate 
interstellar transmission of a message at artificial 
frequencies would be an obvious technosigna-
ture, but it depends on specific motivations and 
technologies, whereas waste heat is a necessary 
result of energy use). Detectability, in terms of a 
technosignature’s “strength,” is another relevant 
consideration because it affects the requisite in-
strument sensitivity for detection. We also con-
sider whether a signal is information-rich versus 
information-poor which can affect its “value;” 
would detection of a given signal merely con-
firm the existence of a far-away technology that 
allows no further investigation, or does it have 
the potential to result in significant scientific 
gains? Finally, the level of extrapolation from 
contemporary Earth technology comes into play. 
Closely basing technosignatures on Earth tech-
nology is considered advantageous because it 
enables us to better understand detection meth-
ods.4 The workshop also identified three practi-
cal axes of merit: cost (searches that are cheap in 
terms of money and opportunity cost are pref-
erable), ancillary benefits (for example, a high 
probability of detecting important astrophysical 
anomalies makes a search strategy more attrac-
tive), and timeliness; searches that can be per-
formed now, as opposed to those contingent on 
the development of new technologies, are gener-
ally preferred.5 

Even excluding the practical axes (the lat-
ter metric of which is explicitly short-term), 
these scientific metrics (with the exception of 
inevitability and perhaps longevity) are subject 
to change in accordance with human techno-
logical development—in the future, we may be 
able to detect and identify signatures that we 
cannot today. And although in the short-term, 
low extrapolation from Earth technology may 
be preferable,6 in the long-term this view seems 
counterproductive and at odds with inevitabil-
ity (or universality), which is arguably the most 

fundamental metric and the most instructive for 
a long-term approach; universalities are general-
izations about life, intelligence, civilization, tech-
nology, and other elements relevant to SETI that 
we postulate hold true throughout the universe. 
The universality of a technosignature remains 
constant even as human theories, civilizations, 
and societies change and thus is the focal point 
around which we should conceptualize our 
search strategies in the long term. The current 
axes of merit are well-founded and construc-
tive tools for comparing current and near-future 
search methods; they should not be discounted. 
Rather, I argue that we should be careful to only 
apply them where they are relevant so as not 
to limit thinking about ETI and technosigna-
tures in a way that may be disadvantageous in 
the far future. Temporarily abandoning most of 
the current metrics may help remove modes of 
thought constraining the field to the short term 
and thereby encourage the development of inno-
vative ideas we can later submit to those metrics’ 
evaluation.

Almost all current and proposed search strat-
egies are profoundly influenced by underlying 
assumptions about ETI. The diversity of pro-
posed search methods demonstrates disagree-
ment on how, where, and sometimes when to 
look for ETI, and arises from scientists’ myriad 
theories about ETI and about universal charac-
teristics of technology, intelligence, and society. 
Thus, the strength of our searches depends upon 
the validity of these underlying assumptions 
about the general attributes of alien intelligence. 
Although the influence of conceptions of ETI on 
search strategies may appear overly obvious, be-
cause this connection is crucial and is not always 
acknowledged by the researchers themselves, 
I will demonstrate the relationship with just a 
few examples of many from the SETI literature. 
Rose and Wright (2004) suggest that if we as-
sume that ETI is unconcerned with the speed 
of information transmission and sends lengthy 
archival messages rather than brief “we exist” 
broadcasts, then messages inscribed at near-
atomic densities on physical materials could 
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be far more energy efficient than communica-
tion via electromagnetic waves.7 Their results 
indicate that we should carefully search our 
own planetary vicinity for artifacts rather than 
observe far-off star systems with telescopes.8 If 
we assume that technologically-able intelligent 
life still inhabits its planet of origin well into 
its civilization’s lifetime and is (or at least was 
at its inception) biologically similar to life on 
Earth, then we can target our searches to a sig-
nificantly curtailed range of exoplanets.9 These 
planets would occupy a newly-defined habitable 
zone for complex aerobic life that accounts for 
the biological requirements for high oxygen and 
carbon dioxide concentrations while maintain-
ing temperatures appropriate for liquid water 
and a particular range of marine pH levels.10 Ja-
son Wright’s “Exoplanets and SETI” paper fur-
ther underscores the influence of assumptions 
by proposing multiple different strategies: If the 
search is mutual and if ETI is transmitting de-
liberate signals, then Wright proposes that we 
determine when and where to observe by iden-
tifying likely galactic Schelling points.11 (Also 
called “focus points” in game theory, Schelling 
points are predictable or default points which 
individuals tend to use when trying to cooper-
ate without communication). Galactic Schelling 
points might take the form of astrophysically 
significant radio frequencies and their multiples, 
rare cosmic events, exoplanets, or perhaps lo-
cations from where ETI could observe Earth’s 
transit of the sun.12 However, Wright acknowl-
edges that alien civilizations may very well 
not be broadcasting signals meant for others to 
find, in which case Schelling points become ir-
relevant, and we would do better to search for 
unintentional technosignatures such as waste 
heat, artificial illumination, pollution from un-
natural chemical substances, and megastruc-
tures.13 Once we recognize the extent to which 
our assumptions about ETI shape our searches, 
it becomes clear that we should inform these as-
sumptions with input from a diverse range of 
fields. Models for the technologies, motivations, 
and communications of utterly unknown types 

of life and civilizations will be the most accurate 
and instructive when they build on everything 
we know—or think we know—about the nature 
of the universe and intelligence, rather than al-
most exclusively on the ideas of astronomers 
and physicists.

Conceptualizing extraterrestrial intelli-
gence is admittedly only half of the battle; some 
would argue that speculation about ETI involv-
ing faster-than-light particles, dark energy, five 
dimensions, or other factors we do not yet un-
derstand is a fruitless task. Even if we could be 
certain that the more unusual guesses about 
aliens—for example, the idea that advanced ETI 
uses black holes to transcend our universe14—
were correct, such hypotheses are not testable 
because they are not detectable with the instru-
ments currently at our disposal.15 However, 
taking a long-term view, the SETI community 
should not limit itself to formulating testable, 
well-understood ideas. Consider how drastically 
not only our conceptions of and search strategies 
for life in our solar system but also our technolo-
gies have changed within the last century. Per-
cival Lowell in the 1890s and early 1900s claimed 
he saw large-scale engineering projects on Mars 
and searched for Martian technosignatures 
using Earth-based, modest-sized refractors.16 
Even if, in the first decade of the 20th century, 
researchers had envisioned the cryptic microbes 
which we now hope to find several hundred feet 
below the surface of the Orange Planet, they may 
not have been able to imagine the robotic drill-
ing rigs with which we now propose to search 
for them. In other words, taking a long view of 
SETI, we should not place too much emphasis 
on detectability and should not dismiss strate-
gies that rely on futuristic or even unimaginable 
instruments; technology changes quickly and at 
times unpredictably, and searches that are im-
possible today may be possible in several years, 
and cheap in fifty. The 2018 NASA Technosig-
natures Workshop notes that to spend decades 
studying and searching for an object or phenom-
enon whose existence has yet to be proven is 
hardly extraordinary, and acknowledges that in 
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this regard, the search for technosignatures finds 
good company in the Higgs boson, proton decay, 
and black holes among other subjects.17 Under 
these circumstances, until the focus of inquiry is 
detected—or in the case of the technosignatures 
under discussion, until it is detectable—progress 
will depend on developing new search schemes, 
far-fetched though they may seem.18  

SETI should also deliberately steer scholar-
ship and relevant technological development in 
a direction that may prove useful to eventually 
testing these hypotheses. Radio technosignature 
searches are already pushing hardware to its 
limits; demands for the development of highly 
sensitive receivers and high-speed signal pro-
cessing often greatly accelerate the discovery of 
hardware defects and also direct the develop-
ment of the next generation of equipment.19 To 
borrow from another field that develops theory 
before technology becomes available, we might 
consider quantum computing and the famous 
travelling salesman problem (TSP), a category of 
optimization problems for which there is gener-
ally thought to be no polynomial time solution 
(also known as NP-complete problems).20 TSP 
is applicable to fields from micropchip manu-
facturing to DNA sequencing, but algorithms to 
solve NP-complete problems for large values of 
their problem size N would take billions of years 
to do so. Quantum technologies would fix this 
issue, and there are already multiple proposed 
applications of quantum computing and quan-
tum algorithms to TSP.21 In fact, studying opti-
mization problems drives the development of 
the advanced quantum techniques and technolo-
gies suited to solve these and other puzzles.22 In 
other words, currently insoluble problems are 
part of the reason we strive to invent and imple-
ment quantum computing in the first place. As-
tronomy itself has a rich history of building new 
instruments with the purpose of solving new 
questions, only to discover entirely unexpected 
results (e.g., pulsars, or the fact that other plan-
etary systems do not much resemble our own).23 
Oftentimes when we build something new, we 
find something we didn’t expect.24 Thus, using 

novel and even somewhat eccentric technosigna-
ture theories to actively push the boundaries of 
detectability will not only induce the technolo-
gies we may one day need to test those claims, 
but is crucial as a way to guide better guesses 
going forward. Proposing technosignatures that 
defy the “axes of merit” by being highly extrap-
olated from modern technology and currently 
non-detectable, or even ambiguous (which can 
also depend on the instruments used to measure 
it), should not be regarded as a purely hypothet-
ical exercise; although their eventual application 
may be relegated to the far future or may never 
occur, certainly we are more likely to get there 
(and get there more quickly) if we probe and de-
velop these ideas as much as possible. 

In order to advance the study and utilization 
of universalities, SETI should take advantage of 
what the social sciences and other areas of schol-
arship can tell us about ETI. Experts in other 
fields without experience or training in SETI are 
already capable of making valuable contribu-
tions and insights by applying their disciplines 
and mentalities to the search for extraterrestrial 
intelligence. For instance, systems biologist Axel 
Kowald, a postdoctoral researcher at the Univer-
sity of Newcastle’s Institute for Ageing, applies a 
detailed understanding of the protein biosynthe-
sis mechanism to construct mathematical equa-
tions modelling galactic colonization by von 
Neumann probes (spacecrafts capable of self-
replication). 25 His equations demonstrate that so 
long as probes are incapable of perfectly accu-
rate self-replication, due to the accumulation of 
small defects over long periods of time, expan-
sion would eventually stop. This leads Kowald 
to conclude that probes may indeed exist, con-
tained in radii around their points of origin—
unless we happen to be near such a civilization, 
we will not encounter them. Although his argu-
ment is based on several assumptions and may 
not be strictly accurate, Kowald’s approach to the 
problem is instructive; SETI scientists like Jill 
Tarter (2001) reject Hart’s 1995 claim—that the 
absence of von Neumann probes in our solar 
system proves we are the only intelligent life to 



Utraque Unum—Spring 2020 & Spring 2021   |   7

|   Jessica Wahl

ever have existed in our galaxy, based on lack of 
thorough observation.26 

But a biologist’s perspective can offer an al-
ternative explanation for the ‘paradox’ based on 
a potential universality: “runaway error propa-
gation that can occur in any self-replicating sys-
tem with finite accuracy of its components,” a 
phenomenon already studied in living cells.27

Several fields outside of the physical and 
natural sciences, including information theory, 
intelligence theory, and anthropology, are rela-
tively well-established contributors to the SETI 
field. These disciplines serve as examples of how 
other specialty areas can help us search for uni-
versalities and even directly inform search strat-
egies. Information theory, listed in NASA’s 2018 
Technosignature Workshop as one field to be fur-
ther integrated into work on technosignatures,28 
enjoys a relatively solid grounding in SETI. Re-
cent work focusing on non-human animal com-
munication demonstrates that there is still room 
to advance this interdisciplinary crossover. 

SETI faces the challenge of distinguishing in-
tentional signals from natural or random noise, 
and while speculation about alien communica-
tion has thus far been almost entirely theoretical, 
animal communication systems provide a way 
to test hypotheses about communicative univer-
sals in other species.29 Although this approach is 
still Earth-based, it is at least less anthropocen-
tric and allows us to draw on the techniques and 
models that animal communication scientists 
have been developing for decades to study non-
human communication. 

For example, in a study by eleven authors 
in disciplines ranging from zoology and vet-
erinary medicine to psychology and computer 
science, Kershenbaum et al . (2018) propose that 
studying how and why complex communica-
tive sequences evolved from simple signals in 
relatively few species could guide hypotheses 
for detecting intelligent communication.30 Un-
derstanding what drives the evolution of simple 
versus complex communication, and under-
standing their respective informational and 
adaptive advantages, could inform whether or 

not sophisticated communication is a universal 
feature of intelligence.31 Zoologists and animal 
communication researchers can also help SETI 
scientists figure out how to determine the poten-
tial units of analysis for signals that we receive 
without any contextual information; proper seg-
mentation is crucial to determining whether a 
signal is communicative, much less to interpret-
ing it.32

Investigating potential evolutionary con-
straints or evolutionary convergence in the de-
velopment of communication may also help 
develop mathematical models applicable to 
SETI.33 Studies that suggest language may be 
universally constrained between simplicity and 
complexity (in order to minimize cognitive bur-
den while maximizing informational content)34 
can lead to models describing the evolutionary 
trade-offs of these two constraints, and could in-
dicate a general identifier of language that can 
be applied to any communication system.35 SETI 
scientists should use the study of animal and 
even plant communication systems on Earth to 
develop generalized quantitative measurements 
of communicative complexity.36 

This approach has the added benefit of ex-
panding our thinking about possible ETI com-
munication systems.37 Researchers have species 
at their fingertips that communicate using me-
diums as diverse as primate facial expressions, 
ant chemical trails, and bee dances; quantifying 
these systems’ “communicative intelligence” 
could help us develop new ideas for ETI signals 
and design methods and instruments for their 
detection.38 We can already identify and measure 
communicative complexity in messages sent be-
tween animals using information entropic-order 
structure.39 Applying information theoretic anal-
ysis to bottlenose dolphins reveals that dolphin 
whistles have at least a similar potential for com-
plex structure of messages to human language 
and nearly align with mathematical modeling 
of the “Principle of Least Effort,” whereby in-
formation is accurately received while balancing 
minimal effort between the speaker and listen-
er.40 Applying “intelligence filters” derived from 
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quantitative studies of the complexity of animal 
communications could help us detect and mea-
sure the complexity or intelligence of ETI sig-
nals (although this would require much more 
sensitive detection than just the carrier waves 
we measure now).41 When Doyle et al. (2011) ap-
ply these metrics to pulsar signals, for example, 
the models reliably demonstrate that they are 
more redundant than any vocal system we have 
studied.42 One can imagine that this approach 
might be especially useful if ETI is not deliber-
ately transmitting signals to us; if they are not 
broadcasting “we are here” messages and are 
therefore unlikely to use artificial frequencies, 
then information theory may be the only way 
of determining whether intercepted signals are 
‘natural’ or not. 

Animal communication research should con-
tinue to be explored and better applied to SETI 
because it is the nearest analog to extraterrestrial 
signals at our disposal and addresses similar 
challenges to those facing SETI.43 Kershenbaum 
et al . (2018) propose establishing an open source, 
comprehensive database of cross-species com-
municative signals, along with libraries of ana-
lytical algorithms based on animal and human 
communications analysis that interpret and 
compare them, to enable SETI researchers to 
develop testable hypotheses for detecting intel-
ligent communication.44 These public resources 
could act as a starting point for the integrated 
SETI field by allowing comparative studies to 
fully utilize biological, mathematical, linguistic, 
and astronomical expertise.45 

Intelligence theory is another well-estab-
lished contributor to the SETI field, but, as with 
information theory, a recent trend toward in-
corporating studies of non-human animals into 
pure theory is opening up new possibilities. 
Considering the anatomical, physiological, and 
psychological constraints on what intelligent 
life must be like can refine our expectations of 
ETI.46 Although this approach is often framed 
as useful for post-contact,47 it may help us meet 
an Other in the first place by informing techno-
signature predictions. McShea (2018) proposes 

an empirical approach to finding the correlates 
of intelligence in the animal kingdom, paired 
with a philosophical component that investi-
gates which aspects of motivation are likely 
to be universal (as opposed to historically and 
evolutionarily contingent for each species).48 Mc-
Shea suggests collecting data on various species’ 
characteristics and capabilities such as problem-
solving and self-recognition in order to search 
for clusters of variables that are associated with 
one another and seem intuitively linked to brain 
power.49 From these groups of co-occurring vari-
ables, we might hypothesize those attributes as 
features that potentially characterize or are nec-
essary for intelligence.50 

McShea also addresses two conflicting philo-
sophical views of intelligence: the more widely 
accepted “Kantian” view that intelligence is es-
sentially the same as rationality, and the “Hu-
mean” view that emphasizes the motivations 
behind the actions of intelligence, without 
which deliberate behavior would not occur.51 If 
the Kantian view is correct, then we can expect a 
fairly universal “structure of intelligence” simi-
lar to human intelligence characterized by a set 
of cognitive, reason-based skills such as logic, 
problem-solving, and pattern recognition.52 But 
if Humean predictions prevail, then extrater-
restrial intelligence may be less likely to share 
wants, preferences, and emotions with Earth-
based intelligence.53 For example, if intelligence 
has a common assortment of selection pressures 
such as significant levels of altruism and kin 
selection, highly dependent offspring, and non-
genetic inheritance mechanisms, we may expect 
to see motivations related to sex, child-rearing, 
family structure, etc. similar to our own.54 How-
ever, the Humean view could also indicate intel-
ligent species with distinct motivational profiles 
resulting from their individual adaptive histo-
ries.55 It is possible, and indeed probable, that at 
least some form of ETI will display intelligence 
(as best we can describe that ambiguous word) 
in ways significantly different from modern 
human manifestations.56 If the Humean view 
holds, then we must investigate the general 
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motivational organization of intelligent life to 
distinguish universalities from historical contin-
gencies.57 Therefore to the extent that it is pos-
sible, we should philosophically and empirically 
study the rationality and motivations of various 
intelligences on Earth and consider how these 
“answers” impact our conceptions of extrater-
restrial intelligence.58 

Although anthropology and archaeology 
have a long history of interchange with SETI, 
largely in terms of predicting potential ETI 
characteristics and possible impacts of SETI’s 
success on Earth, we can use insights and ap-
proaches from anthropology to better inform the 
assumptions underlying technosignature search 
strategies. Denning (2018) has recently begun 
this work in earnest, proposing that as the holis-
tic study of human beings, anthropology should 
be applied to SETI as both “a data-rich evolu-
tionary-historical science devoted to the only 
species we know of that has produced a techno-
logical civilization capable of communicating at 
interstellar distances” and “as a set of methods 
and perspectives which can reflexively refine 
our ability to step outside familiar mindsets to 
confront alien ways of being.”59 In other words, 
humans are our only Drake equation datapoint, 
and since anthropology studies how we came to 
be that way, it could also help us theorize about 
a technologically advanced Other. Anthropol-
ogy can also train us to partially avoid anthro-
pocentrism. We can start this work by using 
continually growing datasets on human cultural 
evolutionary transitions, cultural complexity, 
and technological development and sustain-
ability.60 However, we should not stop at sim-
ply borrowing existing research designed for 
the social sciences; we would be better served to 
deliberately and thoughtfully combine the hard 
and social sciences to create a new, cosmos-ori-
ented study of cultural and technological evolu-
tion that is fitted to SETI’s unique needs.61 SETI 
should also adopt Denning’s recommendation 
to dispose of its typical unilinear narrative of 
human evolution; a comparative, cross-cultural 
perspective acknowledges that there is no single 

or unified path to complexity or technology, 
and indeed not even one distinct and isolated 
species.62 Comprehensive models of planetary 
technological, biological, and social complex-
ity must account for the profound effects that 
other forms of life, from domesticated animals 
to our microbiomes, have on human evolution 
and societal development.63 We can further re-
fine our thinking through the study of past 
and current successes and failures to recognize 
intelligence and agency in other groups of hu-
mans, animals, and plants.64 For example, West-
ern science’s consistent failure to perceive the 
technology, agency, and even the existence of 
other groups could be a cautionary and instruc-
tive narrative for scientists developing techno-
signature searches; recognizing and studying 
how European settlers’ habits of thought and 
technological search and study methods pre-
vented them for centuries from recognizing the 
extensive anthropogenic modifications that na-
tive North Americans made to the environment 
can hopefully help us avoid similar oversights 
in the galactic realm.65 In accordance with Den-
ning’s advice, the SETI field in the future should 
strive to become a cross-disciplinary synthesis 
that combines perspectives, methods, and data 
from anthropology and archaeology, transcends 
anthropocentrism by contextualizing humans 
more realistically, and better recognizes agency 
and intelligence in Others.66 This approach may 
help scientists formulate more rigorous and le-
gitimate assumptions about extraterrestrial life 
and how to search for it.67

To test whether human societies show com-
monalities in their structure and evolution, a 2017 
study from over fifty authors drawing on de-
partments as diverse as ecology, evolutionary bi-
ology, computer science, English, social change, 
history, and ethnology created a historical and 
archaeological databank in order to compare 
societies across nine basic societal characteris-
tics and fifty-one variables over the last 10,000 
years.68 The NASA Technosignatures Workshop 
mentions in passing the promise of this data-
bank (Seshat: Global Historical Databank) as an 
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archaeological big data initiative,69 but it does 
not fully flesh out its implications for the field. 
To avoid the trap of purely theoretical debates 
and limited sampling, researchers populated 
the databank with information on the 414 iden-
tifiable human polities since the beginnings of 
agriculture to the modern period and captured 
social complexity indicators such as the poli-
ties’ size, hierarchical complexity, government, 
infrastructure, information systems, literature, 
and economic development.70 Their results dem-
onstrate that various components of social com-
plexity are highly predictable throughout the 
world and point to striking similarities in the or-
ganization and evolution of the sampled societ-
ies across global history.71 These findings may be 
instructive for SETI scientists both in terms of in-
vestigating potential civilizational universalities 
and in terms of emulating the methods Turchin 
et al . employed.

It is of course highly possible that Turchin et 
al .’s results are applicable exclusively to humans; 
we cannot know. However, technosignature 
proposals already apply assumptions about hu-
man social and cultural evolution to extraterres-
trial life. Steven Dick (2003), for example, argues 
that older ETI technological civilizations will 
have undergone cultural evolution driven by the 
“intelligence principle” (the idea that knowledge 
and intelligence are the “goals” of cultural evo-
lution and are naturally selected for) and that 
we should adapt our search methods to the as-
sumption that we are living in a “postbiological 
universe” in which the majority of intelligent life 
has evolved beyond biological limits to artificial 
intelligence.72 Dick (2003) argues that the effects 
of cultural evolution will dominate the effects of 
biological and astronomical evolution that SETI 
usually emphasizes.73 However, he admits that 
cultural evolution is unpredictable and poorly 
understood even on Earth, that the assumption 
of “progress” in both culture and biology is 
problematic, and that his argument is not made 
with deductive rigor.74 With tools like the Seshat 
Global Historical Databank, assumptions such 
as these can potentially be informed by evidence, 

refined, or avoided. The data indicate a trend to-
ward increasing human societal complexity over 
time that might support the concept of a driving 
evolutionary force resulting in increasing com-
plexity.75 SETI scientists tend to consider inevita-
bilities exclusively in terms of physical scientific 
laws. Although social scientists cannot establish 
laws as universal and unassailable as waste heat, 
technosignature searches that make assump-
tions about alien cultural evolution, motivations, 
behavior, etc. should at least attempt to ground 
themselves in the evidence and paradigms of so-
cial science. Furthermore, technosignature the-
ory should incorporate the methods employed 
by Turchin et al . (2018), whose stated goal was to 
“make as explicit as possible the evidentiary ba-
sis of inferences about the past, and to share that 
information as widely as possible.”76 Moreover, 
the study’s approach demonstrates the utility 
and potential of the marriage of humanities and 
sciences to rigorously evaluate hypotheses about 
potential generalities in human history.77 SETI 
should encourage this collaboration, explicate its 
assumptions, and, where appropriate, ground 
those assumptions in the work of social sciences.

Recent contributions by information theory, 
intelligence theory, and anthropology demon-
strate the potential of diverse fields to inform 
assumptions about ETI and have begun blazing 
a trail for how to apply other fields to SETI, espe-
cially through the study of other species and the 
creation of large databases. The relevant infor-
mation, techniques, and mentalities from these 
disciplines should be integrated into a new SETI 
discipline that combines the respective strengths 
of the hard and social sciences so as to better 
grapple with the universal characteristics of in-
telligence, technology, and civilizational evolu-
tion in a cosmic context. 

Finally, we must acknowledge the poten-
tial effects of psychology on our ability to con-
ceive of and recognize technosignatures. We 
should try to account for the fact that our intui-
tive understanding of the universe is frequently 
distorted by cognitive biases.78 Cognitive psy-
chology, and especially the field of applied 
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critical thinking (which is “the systematic evalu-
ation or formulation of beliefs, or statements, by 
rational standards”),79 offers frameworks with 
which we can begin to build awareness of the 
effects of metacognition on our reasoning and 
our perceptions. Cognitive biases (predictable 
patterns in the misperception of information and 
the misinterpretation of evidence), patternicity 
(the human tendency to interpret meaningless or 
random stimuli and other beings and objects as 
clear, patterned, meaningful, and even human-
like), and mental heuristics (essentially auto-
matic mental shortcuts that oversimplify reality, 
allowing us to approach problems and decision-
making with less effort but often leading to in-
correct conclusions) are just a few examples of 
identifiable metacognitive tendencies to, in Dan-
iel Kahneman’s words, “perceive a world [and 
a universe] that conforms to our preconceived 
notions about how things should be, rather than 
how they are.”80 Sincerely attempting to step 
outside of our inherently limited mindsets and 
broaden our thinking when formulating and 
analyzing ideas about ETI requires an under-
standing of how the human mind works and a 
concerted effort to combat certain aspects of its 
functioning. 

Cognitive psychology thus has much to con-
tribute to the conversation on how human fac-
tors like biopsychology may be biasing SETI.81 
This field demonstrates that our minds are eas-
ily confused by the unexpected and that we see 
the expected where it does not exist.82 De la Torre 
and Garcia (2018) have begun to demonstrate 
the influence of cognitive processes on SETI by 
replicating a 1999 psychological experiment. The 
original study, performed by Christopher Chab-
ris and Daniel Simons, is famous for illustrating 
inattentional blindness; when researchers in-
structed participants to count how many times a 
basketball was passed back and forth in a video, 
most observers failed to notice that a man in a 
gorilla costume traversed the screen. When De la 
Torre and Garcia (2018) asked 137 subjects to per-
form specific search tasks on four aerial view pic-
tures (a task reminiscent of some SETI methods) 

that likewise contained an image of a man wear-
ing a gorilla suit, only 32.8% of subjects noticed 
the gorilla.83 This tendency has serious implica-
tions for SETI: How many signals have we po-
tentially already missed, and how many will we 
miss in the future by narrowing what we search 
for? Nor should we dismiss this issue due to the 
growing replacement of human analysis with 
algorithms and machine learning since algo-
rithms frequently incorporate and learn human 
biases.84 We must pay greater attention to human 
variables such as information processing and 
psychology in order to monitor and minimize 
human error.85 Although De la Torre and Garcia 
(2018) have made an important first step toward 
recognizing cognitive biases and psychological 
limitations that potentially affect the search for 
technosignatures, much remains to be done to 
incorporate the implications and techniques of 
cognitive psychology into SETI practices. 

Breakthrough Listen, a $100 million SETI ini-
tiative funded by tech-investor billionaire Yuri 
Milner, has already begun to recognize the po-
tential of interdisciplinary SETI and the limita-
tions of relying solely on astronomers, engineers 
and computer scientists to hypothesize about ex-
traterrestrial intelligence. In 2018, Breakthrough 
Listen participated in a workshop called Making 
Contact to facilitate collaboration between tra-
ditional SETI researchers and fields such as an-
thropology, artificial intelligence, future studies, 
indigenous studies, feminist epistemology, and 
history.86 Although such conferences are a prom-
ising start for interdisciplinary thinking in SETI, 
in the long term we would do better to redefine 
SETI scholarship to include relevant aspects of 
anthropology, multispecies ethnography, and so 
on, rather than to infrequently reference these 
disciplines. How to achieve that goal is so far an 
open question and outside the scope of this pa-
per. But perhaps we can start by building more 
open-source datasets, algorithms, and analysis 
tools for use by SETI researchers. 

I emphasize that the fields discussed in this 
work are by no means an exhaustive list of disci-
plines relevant to SETI. Nor have the applications 
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of each field discussed here been fully enumer-
ated. They are intended as a starting point and as 
a demonstration of the value of interdisciplinary 
cross-pollination to the SETI field. I also under-
score that the potential gains to be made from 
this broad-based approach will not necessarily 
take place; they are possibilities. However, even 
in the event that they do not propel SETI to suc-
cess, they may lead to interesting and valuable 
auxiliary discoveries. Broadening the range of 
disciplines and perspectives SETI draws on also 
has the potential to expand its pool of funding 
sources and to capture the interest of a greater 
and more diverse portion of the public which are 
important considerations for a small field that is 
often disregarded as a pseudo-science and has 
received limited, sporadic federal funding over 
the past few decades.87

Although we may discover ETI tomorrow by 
way of radio waves, SETI will likely be one of hu-
manity’s long-term projects. And although the 
feasibility of search methods must limit search 
strategies in the short term, for the far future, we 
have the luxury and the responsibility to think 

more deeply and more audaciously about char-
acteristics of intelligent life; these characteristics 
will doubtless influence the technosignatures 
that extraterrestrial intelligences create, and our 
own motivations will hopefully bring us to one 
day make those technosignatures detectable. In-
terpreting the universe in terms of exclusively 
human values and experiences, much less a 
narrow subset thereof, is dangerously limiting. 
A long-term focus for the field that emphasizes 
and encourages the development of new ideas 
and ways of thinking grounded in the social 
as well as physical sciences—an approach that 
aims to involve all relevant scholarship from as 
many perspectives as possible—is SETI’s way 
forward. If we wish to one day find our galactic 
kin, we will do well to identify, challenge, and 
develop the assumptions underlying our scien-
tific inquiry using everything we know about 
our universe and the life in it.

Jessica Wahl is a senior in the Edmund A . Walsh 
School of Foreign Service studying Science Technol-
ogy, and International Affairs.



THE FORUM

Utraque Unum—Spring 2020 & Spring 2021   |   13

Emotionally Charged
An Understanding of Collective Memory 
with Popular Culture as Its Vessel

Liam Scott

C ollective memory is classically under-
stood in terms of how it influences 
politics, but it also influences groups 

and the identities that they create for themselves 
and foist upon others. The concerted study of 
collective memory largely began with the Holo-
caust, but it attaches itself to all historical events. 
Collective memory exists in many ways, and 
while all of its forms carry great importance, the 
intersection of collective memory and popular 
culture is unique due to its capacity to posit col-
lective narratives through the use of emotion in 
abstract mediums. 

All forms of collective memory are truly 
significant, but analyzing all of them would 
require a book, not a paper of this length. Be-
cause of that, this paper offers an understanding 
of collective memory by specifically looking at 
how collective memory emerges in elements of 
popular culture. For the purposes of this paper, 
popular culture refers to cultural products or 
movements that have entered the realm of recog-
nizable and iconic within a specific community, 
and were intentionally created to be consumed 
by a large populace. Specifically, this paper will 
consider popular culture and collective memory 
related to monuments and memorials, film and 
television, and social movements. Therefore, 
popular culture functions not as the focus of this 
paper but rather as a device that unites these 
three symbolic manifestations of collective mem-
ory. Additionally for the sake of cohesion, this 
paper largely draws on instances of collective 
memory that are tied to cases of mass atrocities 

as examples. Ultimately, the lens of popular 
culture informs the competition of narratives, 
expression of values, and cultivation of identity 
that are intrinsic to collective memory.

Collective Memory
The definitions of collective memory con-
structed by Pierre Nora in “Between Memory 
and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire” and by 
Jeffrey Olick in “Collective Memory: The Two 
Cultures” have greatly influenced our contem-
porary understanding of collective memory.1 
In sum, collective memory is a perception of a 
historical event that is shared by a group and in-
fluences one’s current self and identity.2 Jeffrey 
Olick presents collective memory in two ways: 
collected memory and collective memory.3 He 
defines these concepts as “one that sees culture 
as a subjective category of meanings contained 
in people’s minds versus one that sees culture as 
patterns of publicly available symbols objectified 
in society,” respectively.4 Collected memory is 
individualized while collective memory is more 
uniform.

Olick explains that this distinction informs 
the competition that exists in collective mem-
ory: “One advantage of the collected memory 
approach is that it can avoid many of the po-
tential reifications and political biases of ap-
proaches that begin with collectivities and their 
characteristics.”5 Collected memory avoids the 
collective memory model in which opposing 
memory narratives compete against each other 
and one ultimately reigns supreme.6 Collective 



14   |  Utraque Unum—Spring 2020 & Spring 2021

Emotionally Charged   |

memory “challenge[s] the very idea of an indi-
vidual memory” and instead places emphasis on 
the group.7

Nora prefers a comparison of history and 
memory and the concept of lieux de mémoire, or 
places of memory in order to define collective 
memory. Nora views memory and history “in 
fundamental opposition:”8 Memory is born from 
emotion and fundamentally remains active, 
whereas facts compose a static history.9 Memory 
is the past through the lens of the present. Lieux 
de mémoire have arisen in contemporary society 
because we no longer live in milieu de mémoire, 
or settings of memory.10 Lieux de mémoire are ar-
tificial manifestations of memory, like museums, 
monuments, film, and laws generated in order 
to maintain links to history or to respond to it. 
Nora argues that these “deliberat[e]” efforts to 
remember history are evidence of the oblitera-
tion of “spontaneous memory.”11

As established, collective memory appears in 
many forms, including popular culture. Popular 
culture is a significant vessel of collective mem-
ory because it has the power to infiltrate one’s 
life through emotional and communal means. 
Crucially, it has the capacity to influence our 
values.12 

Monuments and Memorials
Although not traditionally considered popular 
culture, monuments and memorials can become 
recognizable and iconic within a particular com-
munity. Monuments and memorials posit col-
lective memory narratives and are created for 
the populous—they instill a certain understand-
ing of history in people, forge an identity for a 
group of people, honor individuals or groups, 
etc. Some become internationally famous while 
also providing a memory narrative, like the Arc 
de Triomphe in Paris and the 9/11 Memorial in 
New York City. The focal point of these objects 
is what their memory narratives put forth; and 
how they are put forth is a manifestation of col-
lective memory.

Monuments and memorials13 are physical 
manifestations of collective memory that always 

construct a collective memory narrative and 
can become an iconic element of popular cul-
ture. Some are abstract interpretations of events 
(like the Vietnam War Memorial in Washington, 
D.C.) while others are more literal interpreta-
tions (such as the Lincoln Memorial as found in 
Washington D.C.), but they all give an important 
sense of physicality to collective memory. Me-
morials and monuments are classic examples of 
lieux de mémoire because they are concrete sites 
that maintain a memory narrative about a his-
torical event.14

Monuments and memorials forge and en-
force collective memory narratives; many fac-
tors influence that narrative, including location, 
imagery, and added information, such as on 
plaques. “Statues or monuments to the dead, 
for instance, owe their meaning to their intrin-
sic existence,” Nora argues.15 The competition of 
memory narratives within a collective memory 
becomes especially apparent at these sites of 
memory. Therefore, the formation of monu-
ments and memorials is inherently a political 
process, like the creation of Confederate statues 
post-Civil War in several southern states in the 
U.S. and the controversy that they continue to 
evoke nationally.16 When creating monuments 
and statues, one narrative—whichever is repre-
sented by the monument—will ultimately win. 
Despite this inevitable competition, monuments 
and memorials are particularly effective because 
they—and memory more broadly—force the in-
dividual to confront a historical event.

In addition to forcing a confrontation with 
history and encouraging a certain narrative about 
history, memory, and therefore monuments and 
memorials are also significant because they can 
cultivate and strengthen an identity for a group 
of people, such as Yad Vashem, an Israeli memo-
rial to Holocaust victims.17 Since certain collec-
tive memory narratives help to forge an identity, 
monuments and memorials act as a physical bas-
tion of that identity.

Built in 1988, the Choeung Ek Memorial 
Stupa18 is a memorial to the Cambodian geno-
cide.19 By employing a mix of traditional Khmer 
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culture and graphic imagery, the stupa com-
memorates victims and survivors of the geno-
cide and conveys the horrific extent of the mass 
atrocity.20 The Choeung Ek Killing Fields are one 
of thousands of sites around Cambodia where 
the Khmer Rouge systematically murdered 
Cambodians and dumped their bodies into mass 
graves; tourists can visit Choeung Ek to learn 
about the Cambodian genocide.21 At the center of 
the site is a stupa, which is a traditional Khmer 
structure often used for meditation. Within the 
stupa are stacks of bones, including around 
8,000 skulls, that were excavated from the site, 
rising several stories to the top of the stupa.22 
Skulls rest at eye-level. There is little explana-
tion at the stupa because the narrative is pain-
fully clear: The Khmer Rouge was the villain of 
the genocide. The stupa emphasizes the extreme 
extent of the genocide by forcing visitors to look 
at the sheer quantity of bones and gaze into the 
empty eye sockets of those murdered. Over 30% 
of tourists to Cambodia visit Choeung Ek Killing 
Fields, illustrating how the site—and perhaps its 
narrative—can resonate with the international 
community more broadly.23

The Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Eu-
rope is another example that represents how 
collective memory appears through memorials 
and monuments. This memorial, which opened 
in 2005, is composed of nearly 3,000 concrete 
slabs that cover almost 20,000 square meters in 
central Berlin.24 The concrete slabs symbolize 
the large number of Jews murdered during the 
Holocaust. The memorial intends to overwhelm 
the visitor with the gravity of the Holocaust. The 
memorial is dedicated to murdered Jews, there-
fore avoiding conflict that sometimes arises from 
simultaneously acknowledging other groups 
persecuted by the Nazis, like Communists and 
homosexuals. This memorial has become an 
iconic structure in Berlin and worldwide, dem-
onstrated by the fact that over five million peo-
ple have visited the museum that accompanies 
the memorial, while the estimates of visitors 
to the memorial itself are even greater:25 “The 
memorial site has firmly established its place 

in the lives of residents and visitors alike.”26 By 
becoming such a widely recognized memorial, 
the collective memory narrative that it puts forth 
becomes more widely disseminated. 

Analysis of these selected monuments and 
memorials can be applied to other monuments 
and memorials. No monuments and memorials 
are physically identical, but they all put forth 
a collective memory narrative. Drawing heav-
ily on emotion, they seek to convey a collective 
memory narrative and urge people to remember 
a particular historical event in a specific way. 
Some, such as the sites in Cambodia and Ger-
many, become widely recognizable and iconic, 
representative of ideas and events, ultimately 
bringing their collective memory narratives to 
the forefront of human consciousness.

Television and Film
In addition to monuments and memorials, film 
and television are other manifestations of col-
lective memory in popular culture.27 Film and 
television are especially effective at influencing 
collective memory because they convey human 
emotions in a more dynamic way that monu-
ments cannot replicate. In turn, emotional re-
sponses from the viewer help cement collective 
memory narratives.28

Television and film are pedagogical mani-
festations of collective memory. By portraying 
a certain narrative of a historical event, a televi-
sion series or film either overtly or covertly at-
tempts to educate the viewer. Documentaries are 
intentionally pedagogical endeavors, whereas 
other films teach about a historical event more 
surreptitiously through a fictionalized or semi-
fictionalized narrative. Film and television series 
are created for consumption by the general pub-
lic, and that consumption often leads to the asso-
ciation between a historical event and whatever 
narrative the film or television series asserts.29

The NBC miniseries Holocaust is a prime 
example of this facet of collective memory. 
Broadcast first in the United States in 1978 and 
later in Germany, the miniseries realistically 
portrays the Holocaust from the perspective 
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of a fictionalized German-Jewish family and a 
family with Nazi ties.30 Holocaust was largely re-
sponsible for bringing the Holocaust to the fore-
front of memory discourse in both countries. 
Around 100 million Americans watched at least 
part of the miniseries,31 and around 20 million 
people in West Germany watched at least one 
of the four episodes of the miniseries.32 Rarely 
do so many people simultaneously consume 
the same thing, so the impact that the series had 
on German politics and memory discourse was 
prompt.33 Deidre Berger of the American Jew-
ish Committee aptly described the significance 
of the miniseries Holocaust in Germany: “This 
one TV series opened the virtual Pandora’s box 
on confronting the Holocaust… Sometimes a 
fictional account that opens people’s hearts can 
have more impact than a library of books.”34 
Holocaust transformed the German collective 
memory of the Holocaust by employing emo-
tion in order to force Germans to confront their 
history. The miniseries precipitated the con-
struction of a new period in German collective 
memory that “shattered thirty years of German 
silence on their wartime crimes.”35 Young Ger-
mans especially displayed a renewed interest in 
their past as they began to investigate and ask 
their parents about the Holocaust.36 More con-
crete changes that resulted from this element 
of collective memory popular culture include 
the abolition of the statute of limitations on war 
crimes.37 Overall, Holocaust changed German 
collective memory which compelled Germans 
to confront their history.

Despite widespread acclaim, Holocaust also 
proved to be controversial. That controversy il-
lustrates the competition of narratives that is in-
herent within collective memory. Elie Wiesel, a 
Holocaust survivor and activist, condemned the 
miniseries as “untrue, offensive, cheap” writing, 
“but the Holocaust is unique; not just another 
event… Auschwitz cannot be explained nor 
can it be visualized… the Holocaust transcends 
history.”38 Wiesel denounced the portrayal of 
the Holocaust in popular culture by supporting 

the memory narrative of the “uniqueness” of the 
Holocaust as something that actors can never 
portray and something popular culture ulti-
mately disparages. Wiesel feared that popular 
culture depictions of the Holocaust would trivi-
alize the genocide. 

Although less impactful in Germany, Steven 
Spielberg’s Schindler’s List also proved important 
in defining the collective memory of the Holo-
caust in the United States. Schindler’s List com-
pletely overtook American popular culture in a 
way never seen before—even US President Bill 
Clinton promoted the film.39 Schindler’s List’s box 
office gross revenue—$320 million from its origi-
nal domestic and international release—likewise 
demonstrates the widespread viewing of the 
film.40 The acclaim for Schindler’s List underscores 
another way in which varying narratives exist in 
popular culture and collective memory. For in-
stance, there are many ways in which Schindler’s 
List does not portray the reality of the Holocaust. 
For one, the Jews that viewers come to recognize 
while watching the film ultimately survive the 
genocide, while most Jews did not. Furthermore, 
the Jews passively survived thanks to Oskar 
Schindler, whereas in reality those who survived 
often did so due to their own agency, grit, and 
luck. Schindler’s List, largely considered the most 
prominent Holocaust film in the US, propagates 
an inaccurate representation of the Holocaust’s 
reality that has the power to skew the American 
collective memory of the Holocaust.

Film and television bring historical events to 
the forefront of human consciousness through 
the effective use of emotion. The chosen exam-
ples underscore how some works, like Holocaust, 
portray realistic depictions of events and there-
fore foster more objective collective memory 
narratives (as objective as collective memory 
can be), whereas others, like Schindler’s List, put 
forth less realistic narratives. Through consum-
ing film and television, one associates the work 
with the reality of the events themselves—that 
process instills a collective memory narrative in 
the viewer.
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Social Movements
Some social movements can slowly gain enough 
momentum to render themselves largely recog-
nizable in popular culture.41 Such phenomena 
tend to occur within individual countries, not 
across borders. By cementing themselves in com-
mon culture, these movements ultimately can 
further their collective memory narrative. Like 
monuments and film, many social movements 
anchor themselves in the memory of historical 
events, and by becoming widely recognized as 
an organization, the collective memory narrative 
that the group posits can also become widely rec-
ognized and accepted.42 Social movements have 
the capacity to be an effective medium of collec-
tive memory because both are rooted in values. 

Argentina’s Madres de Plaza de Mayo is 
one example of this type of social movement. 
The Madres formed in 1977 in response to the 
human rights abuses that occurred under the 
violent military junta that came to power after 
staging a coup against President Isabel Perón.43 
Between 1976 and 1983, the military launched a 
violent campaign known as the Dirty War that 
resulted in the disappearances (i.e. murders) of 
around 30,000 alleged political opponents.44 Be-
ginning in 1977, the Madres, acting as “symbols 
of pain,”45 protested for the release of informa-
tion regarding their missing family members.46 
In 1986, the Madres split into two groups—Aso-
ciación Madres de Plaza de Mayo and Asociación 
Madres de Plaza de Mayo Línea Fundadora—
but both have continued to protest regularly for 
information regarding those who went missing 
during the Dirty War.47

By continuing to protest, the organizations 
work to keep alive the memory of those lost, 
and they perpetuate the memory of the regime 
in a way that contrasts with the state-preferred 
silence.48 After decades of protest, both groups, 
but primarily Asociación Madres de Plaza de 
Mayo, entered mainstream culture as power-
ful mothers wearing iconic white handkerchiefs 
and standing up to the government.49 Frommer’s 
Buenos Aires 2005 travel book even encourages 

tourists to see the weekly Madres de Plaza de 
Mayo protest, calling it “a must-see for un-
derstanding the country,” clearly demonstrat-
ing how the Asociación Madres de Plaza de 
Mayo entered Argentinian popular culture and 
brought their collective memory narrative of the 
Dirty War and the “disappeared” with them.50 
The groups have harnessed their statuses as 
popular culture icons. In doing so, they have 
brought to the forefront of Argentinian con-
sciousness the collective memory narrative that 
the military junta perpetrated extreme human 
rights abuses. Their continued efforts signify 
that this collective memory narrative remains in 
the Argentinian consciousness.

The split between the two groups further in-
forms collective memory. The Asociación Madres 
de Plaza de Mayo became much more commer-
cialized; for instance, the organization opened 
a café and a bookstore which Frommer’s recom-
mends visiting because “in few other places in 
Buenos Aires will you so easily be able to speak 
with people who had family members disap-
pear during Argentina’s military dictatorship, 
or with young students who have come to study 
in this building and continue seeking justice in 
this cause.”51 In contrast, Asociación Madres de 
Plaza de Mayo Línea Fundadora has retained its 
fundamental roots. Despite the moral qualms 
some may hold regarding the commercialization 
of Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo, both 
organizations have excelled at encouraging their 
collective memory narrative of the Dirty War by 
entering the realm of popular culture after de-
cades of protest.

Other similar examples include The Center 
for Political Beauty in Germany and Youk Chang 
of the Documentation Center of Cambodia. The 
Center for Political Beauty is a German guerilla 
art group that stages political artistic exhibitions 
that often comment on the collective memory of 
the Holocaust.52 One of their most famous art 
exhibitions was a replica of the Memorial to the 
Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin that they se-
cretly built next door to conservative politician 
Björn Höcke’s residence.53 Höcke labelled the 
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Berlin memorial “a monument of shame,”54 and, 
by denouncing the memorial, he encouraged the 
collective memory narrative rooted in German 
suffering and suppression of war crimes that 
characterized the first few decades post-World 
War II.55 The Center for Political Beauty, how-
ever, countered that collective memory narra-
tive. Although the group may sometimes verge 
on extreme, they have still grown to be widely 
recognized in Germany and have employed that 
status to further the collective memory narrative 
of the realities of the horrors of the Holocaust.56

Youk Chang, a survivor of the Cambodian 
genocide, has also become a national hero and 
icon through his work in researching the geno-
cide in his post as Executive Director of the Doc-
umentation Center of Cambodia.57 Youk Chang 
is considered “nothing less than a Cambodian 
national treasure,” a position that largely made 
him a well-known and respected Cambodian 
hero for his research on the Cambodian geno-
cide.58 “A society cannot know itself if it does 
not have an accurate memory of its own history” 
reads the Center’s mission statement, a senti-
ment that highlights the importance of memory 
in Cambodia and beyond.59 The fact that Youk 
Chang was chosen to guide then Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton around notable sites of 
the Cambodian genocide in 2010 further dem-
onstrates his status and capacity to build a col-
lective memory narrative about the genocide.60 
Youk Chang has employed his repute to put 
forth an honest confrontation of the Cambodian 
genocide in Cambodian society.

Some social movements and their figures 
gather enough clout to become widely asso-
ciated with the memory of certain historical 

events. The Madres groups and the Center for 
Political Beauty reveal how organizations can 
embody collective memory narratives, while 
Youk Chang shows how individuals who em-
body the cause can do the same. Through this 
process, the collective memory narratives that 
the groups and individuals posit may become 
widely recognized in a way similar to monu-
ments and memorials, and television and film.

Memory Is the Human Experience
Popular culture illustrates the continued signifi-
cance that collective memory plays. All monu-
ments and memorials, some television and film, 
and some social movements encourage a collec-
tive memory narrative. Gaining iconic popular 
culture status ultimately perpetuates the collec-
tive memory narrative. Nevertheless, in some 
cases, popular culture memory narratives strug-
gle to hold up against and subvert the memory 
narratives put forth by the state—if popular cul-
ture memory narratives exist at all. 

Of course, it is the competition of narratives—
for instance, between popular culture narratives 
and government narratives—that speaks to the 
very crux of collective memory. Memory narra-
tives can sometimes be restorative, but memory 
is not always a panacea. Memory narratives can 
also reinforce authoritarian power structures 
and systems of oppression. Collective memory is 
much more nuanced than that admittedly forced 
dichotomy, but regardless, memory continues to 
remain the human experience. 

Liam Scott is a sophomore in the Edmund A. Walsh 
School of Foreign Service studying International 
Affairs.
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T his research paper argues that the 
United States Department of State 
(DOS) must recognize China’s en-

croaching sphere of influence in the Arctic and 
challenge their self-claimed “near-Arctic state” 
status. Specifically, it offers two policy foci for 
the US to confront China on. In the legitimacy 
realm, the US should question China’s self-
fabricated status as a “near-Arctic state” and its 
anti-environmental actions that violate the “Ot-
tawa Declaration,” which creates and establishes 
guidance for the Arctic Council. According to 
the Arctic Council, the eight Arctic states are 
Canada, the Kingdom of Denmark, Finland, Ice-
land, Norway, the Russian Federation, Sweden, 
and the United States. Second, this paper iden-
tifies areas of contradictions between China’s 
written statements and its actions regarding the 
Arctic. These contradictions include China's fish-
ing regulations, dual-use (military and civilian) 
technology, and its pay-to publish policy. These 
three diplomatic fronts pose reasons for the US 
to challenge China because the aforementioned 
behavior has created international conflicts and 
contributed to global environmental, economic, 
and security tensions. 

To be clear, China's legitimacy in Arctic af-
fairs primarily stems from its research contribu-
tion and potential military prowess. Although 
former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said that 
the US remains willing to work with countries to 
preserve natural resources in the Arctic, China 

has demonstrated its opposition to work with 
the international community for the common 
good by refusing to share its data, which can be 
used for military responses.1 China's attitude to-
wards the US and the international community 
is clear—China exploits the Arctic to advance its 
energy and geo-political interests regardless of 
what other states say. As of this moment, the US 
must, as stated in the Department of Defense Arctic 
Strategy released in June 2019, “compete when 
necessary” to deter China from becoming more 
belligerent in the Arctic.2

Highlights of Chinese Activities in 
the Arctic 
The origin of the so-called “near-Arctic State,” 
a category that has never existed in the Ottawa 
Declaration and the Arctic Council, stems from 
China's first Arctic Research Paper. Published in 
January 2018 by China's State Council Informa-
tion Office, the paper outlines China's legitimacy 
to participate in the Arctic, as well as their stra-
tegic interests in and contributions to the area.3 
China claims itself as a “near-Arctic State” based 
on its geography despite the fact that the short-
est distance between China and the Arctic is 900 
miles.4 According to the Arctic Research Paper, 
China is “one of the continental States that are 
closest to the Arctic Circle… [where] natural 
conditions of the Arctic… have a direct impact 
on China’s climate system… [impacting its] ag-
riculture, forestry, fishery, marine industry, and 
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other sectors.”5 Out of the entire text in the Arctic 
Research Paper, proximity and risk calculation be-
come the two foundations for China to justify its 
behavior in the Arctic. 

Aside from appealing to geographic prox-
imity, China also uses their past contributions 
to the Arctic as a legitimating factor.6 China be-
came involved in Arctic affairs in 1925 by sign-
ing the Spitsbergen Treaty despite the fact that 
Taiwan (Republic of China) was the country that 
actually joined. With that “signage,” China built 
the Arctic Yellow River Station in Ny Alesund 
in the Spitsbergen Archipelagoas in 2004, car-
ried out eight scientific expeditions in the Arctic 
Ocean, and researched for fourteen years with 
the Yellow River Station as the base until 2017. 
The paper claims that these efforts seek “to un-
derstand, protect, develop and participate in the 
governance of the Arctic” in order “to safeguard 
the common interests of all countries and the in-
ternational community in the Arctic.”7 

Another example of China’s meddling in the 
area was the announcement to build the “Polar 
Silk Road.” This project seems to coincide with 
the fact that ice is melting quickly in Russia's 
northeast passage, along with the northwest 
passage and the central Arctic ocean route. To 
China, these three routes are important econom-
ically and geo-strategically because, by avoiding 
the traditional route of sailing, China greatly 
reduces the cost of its shipping fees.8 Moreover, 
China could ensure that its line of supplies does 
not get cut off in a crisis if it adopts these routes 
instead of the traditional route, which can be 
strongly leveraged by the U.S. The objective of 
the Polar Silk Road is clearly to extract resources 
and oil in the Arctic region, but China's Research 
Paper adopts persuasive language and slogans 
from Xi Jinping and his administration—such 
as the phrase “community of common destiny” 
to describe the government’s foreign policy—to 
demonstrate to the international community that 
they do not have geo-political interests in its con-
struction. In one instance, the paper argues that 
the Polar Silk Road “encourages its enterprises to 
participate in the infrastructure construction… 

and conduct commercial trial voyages… to pave 
the way for their commercial and regularized 
operation.”9 This example shows that China at-
tempts to cleverly combine its strategic interests 
with its economic interests which only furthers 
concerns about its motives in the Arctic region. 

Critically, there is evidence that China and 
Russia have been working together on the Polar 
Silk Road. As of this moment, China is work-
ing with Russia on Yamal LNG and the Zaru-
bino port, and the two countries have signed a 
partnership deal on the Payakha oilfield in June 
2019.10 Additionally, the two countries are also 
planning to construct the Arkhangelsk deep wa-
ter port.11 The construction plans are notewor-
thy for two major reasons. First, the cooperation 
between the two countries can be understood 
in terms of China taking advantage of Russia’s 
formal Arctic status to expand Chinese influ-
ence in the Arctic arena. Second, from Russia’s 
perspective, Russia and China are working to 
diminish the US and its allies’ influence in the 
Arctic because the Arkhangelsk deep water port 
is the nearest port in the Arctic for Russia to con-
duct strategic stockpiling and deployment on 
its opponents.12 However, Russia is not the only 
country that participated in the Polar Silk Road 
in 2018. For instance, China and Iceland jointly 
announced the opening of the Arctic Science Ob-
servatory in northern Iceland for research pur-
poses.13 China also signed a deal with Finland 
that calls for the construction of a new monitor-
ing and research center for the polar region in 
April 2018.14 In principle, the research lab will 
operate transparently by collecting, analyzing, 
and sharing data for environmental purposes. 
However, the implications of China having ac-
cess to surveillance closer to the US and its allies 
are profound and worrisome.

Critiques on Chinese Activities in 
the Arctic 
China’s Arctic Research Paper has gradually be-
come a competing diplomatic front. On the sur-
face, by proposing collaboration over commercial 
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and scientific infrastructures and asserting mu-
tual respect in Artic affairs, the Paper conveys a 
sense of hope that aligns with President Xi Jin-
ping's vision of “the community of common 
destiny.” However, the paper does not address 
the following issues: China's poor fishing regula-
tions, dual-utilization of scientific data, and the 
state-sponsored pay-to-publish policy. 

The Ottawa Declaration offers a good guide-
line for the US and the international community 
to question China’s maritime behavior in the 
Arctic. China’s behavior may have already vio-
lated the Preamble, Clause II, and Clause III of 
the Ottawa Declaration of 1996. The Preamble of 
the Declaration notes the “protection of the Arc-
tic environment, including the health of Arctic 
ecosystems, maintenance of biodiversity in the 
Arctic region and conservation and sustainable 
use of natural resources.”15 Similarly, Clause II 
enumerates the eight official states (Canada, 
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, 
Sweden, and the US) and does not include the 
PRC nor its self-fabricated category of a “near-
Arctic state.”16 Likewise, Clause III stipulates 
that the observer status is open to three catego-
ries: non-Arctic states, inter-governmental and 
inter parliamentary organizations, and non-gov-
ernmental organizations.17 Once again, China’s 
“near Arctic state” does not fit in any of the three 
specified categories. Based on the Ottawa Decla-
ration, China can hardly be seen as a legitimate 
actor in the Arctic. 

Furthermore, the Arctic Research Paper never 
addresses its poor and concerning environmen-
tal regulations. Despite China’s claims about its 
commitment to “carry out appropriate explor-
atory fishing,” as stated in the Arctic Research 
Paper, China ranks the worst out of 152 coastal 
states in illegal, unreported, and unregulated 
fishing (IUU) according to the Global Illegal 
Fishing Index. In fact, the IUU report notes that 
China acts “as a rogue flag state [that exploits] 
global fisheries without regard for international 
frameworks.”18 The report suggests that China 
lacks the willingness to shoulder the responsi-
bility as a growing regional power to work with 

the international community. China’s poor per-
formance in IUU also contradicts their so-called 
understanding of “respect, cooperation, [a] win-
win result and sustainability” as stated in Sec-
tion III of the Arctic Research Paper .19

There have also been several criticisms of 
China’s using the pretense of “research” as a 
guise for expanding the Chinese military in the 
area. An incident between the US and China 
over the People’s Liberation Army Navy’s 
(PLAN) scientific research progress in the Arctic 
increased tensions between the two nations and 
gave the US greater reason to question China’s 
motives. On September 3, 2015, a Chinese flotilla 
consisting of three surface combatant ships, one 
amphibious landing ship, and one supply ship 
entered US territorial waters towards the south 
of the Bering Sea.20 Specifically, the five warships 
were within twelve miles of US territorial waters 
off the Alaska coast.21 In response, the PLAN 
said that the maritime exercise was of “a routine 
arrangement as part of annual plans,” and its 
entrance marked an “innocent passage,” a mari-
time right that is acceptable in accordance with 
the U.N. Law of the Sea Convention.22 China’s 
so-called “innocent passage” and its huge mili-
tary parade for its Victory Day appeared closely 
linked because, on the very same day of the “in-
nocent passage,” China also celebrated its Vic-
tory Day with a large military parade. Indeed, 
also on September 3, 2015, China held its sev-
entieth anniversary of victory over imperialist 
Japan with many high-profile international of-
ficials joining. 

China's intention to build research stations is 
not purely scientific and the geo-strategic inter-
ests are quite clear: Constructing research stations 
is a way for China to circumvent the issue of sov-
ereignty, thereby exerting greater maritime influ-
ence in the Arctic. For instance, on November 22, 
2012, China built an automatic weather station in 
the Central Arctic Ocean on its fifth Arctic expe-
dition.23 The station can be used not only for sci-
entific research purposes but also for command 
and control (C2) centers, similar to those that 
the US holds, thus showing how China uses the 
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guise of scientific research to advance its strategic 
interests. Senior lecturer from the Adelaide Law 
School Dr. Nengye Liu concurs that China built 
its fifth research station in the Ross Sea area on 
February 7, 2018 for purely tactical reasons.24 The 
strategic calculus seems to outweigh the scien-
tific component in this particular case given the 
importance of the Ross Sea. The Ross Sea is vital 
because, as the largest ice shelf of Antarctica, it is 
full of abundant resources, particularly fish and 
other animals. Moreover, the Ross Sea Marine 
Protected Area (MPA) established in 2017 remains 
the world's largest MPA. Historically speaking, 
China has long refused to include the Ross Sea 
MPA in the Commission for the Conservation 
of Antarctic Marine Living Resources. These ac-
tions demonstrate China's growing presence in 
the Arctic and their desire to exploit the region 
not only for its rich resources but also for China’s 
own geo-political interests. 

In addition, the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) adds the nationalism component to sci-
ence. For the CCP, science seems to be driven 
primarily by self-serving purposes that lion-
ize the party as opposed to obtaining empirical 
truth. This statement is particularly true consid-
ering how the CCP instituted their “pay-to-pub-
lish policy”—a policy that financially rewards 
Chinese scientists who publish their papers in 
well renowned Western academic journals such 
as Science or Nature.25 With this in mind, it is ob-
vious that China’s central publication strategy 
is to maximize the number of published papers 
in Western academic journals. According to Wei 
Quan, an interviewer on the MIT Technology 
Review, Chinese scientists receive anywhere 
from $44,000 to $165,000 per published paper 
in either Science or Nature.26 The history of this 
norm could be dated back to 1998, the year when 
China launched the Project 985 to create the Chi-
nese version of the US Ivy League institutions.27 
Since then, the CCP has been actively funding 
the Project 985, which now involves thirty-nine 
universities. China’s pay-to-publish policy con-
flicts with Western norms because publications 
should be intrinsically informative rather than 

solely motivated by profit or prestige. In fact, 
cases of subjective peer reviews, plagiarism, and 
fraudulent data have occurred as a result of Chi-
na’s pay-to-publish policy.28

Perhaps a counter-argument against China’s 
continuation of its pay-to-publish policy is an 
appeal to the PRC’s policy paper “Opinions on 
Increasing the Quality of Patents.”29 Published 
on February 19, 2020 by the Ministry of Educa-
tion, the National Intellectual Property Adminis-
tration, and Ministry of Science and Technology, 
this policy paper stresses the need for promot-
ing patents with greater quality.30 However, 
this counter-argument falls short as it does not 
directly address the pay-to publish policy. The 
only part that tacitly pertains to funding and 
the pay-to publish policy is in Section 9 which 
stipulates that “relevant institutions that evalu-
ate patent applications will avoid making judg-
ments based on job titles, one’s connections, 
and evaluation forms.”31 However, even this 
announcement is extremely ambiguous as it 
only outlines China’s desire to transition from 
a patent quantitative maximization approach to 
a qualitative one. It also exposes China’s deep-
rooted culture of guanxi (connections) as a social 
norm even within its own research institutions. 
In other words, unlike in the West, where truth 
or facts outweigh the importance of connections 
in a research paper, Chinese scientists, to an ex-
tent, rely on their connections more than their 
evidence-based research to obtain benefits. 

A more rigorous affront to China’s continu-
ation of the pay-to-publish policy was when 
China banned its policy on February 20, 2020.32 
While this policy appears to have the power to 
terminate the ability for researchers to make 
use of international research-oriented ethical is-
sues for profit, this announcement has not set 
any specific policy directions, penalties, and 
policy alternatives (such as redirecting Chinese 
academia’s role).33 As Professor Futao Huang 
from Hiroshima University noted, this ban is 
not convincing because the Ministry of Educa-
tion and the Ministry of Science and Technol-
ogy do not offer a practical guidance to replace 
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or ameliorate misconducts of research.34 More-
over, Professor Huang argues that even with the 
ban, the issue of overtly relying on connections-
driven peer reviews continues to erode Chinese 
academic integrity. This subjective choice of peer 
reviews ultimately refers back to the previously 
mentioned concept of guanxi in which connec-
tions with certain professors or academics are 
more important than a paper’s quality. 

Conclusion 
This research paper posits that the US must make 
greater strides in challenging China’s self-credited 
legitimacy in the Arctic because China’s economic 
statecraft not only ignores international guide-
lines but also threatens to disrupt the power bal-
ance of the international system. Countries must 
not disregard the Ottawa Declaration nor invent a 
status for the convenience of pursuing their own 
interests. In fact, the so-called “near-Arctic” China 
is nine hundred miles away from the Arctic itself. 

The US’s concern over the illusion of geographi-
cal proximity could greatly diminish China’s le-
gitimacy in the Arctic. The US should certainly 
challenge China on multiple fronts, including 
China's fishing regulations, dual-use technology, 
and the pay-to-publish policy. As mentioned ear-
lier, China is partnering with countries to con-
tribute its economic and scientific capacity while 
simultaneously strengthening its sphere of influ-
ence in the Arctic. Without US pushback, China is 
not likely to abide by international norms which 
call for actions that are relatively more friendly to 
the Arctic ecosystem. As the leading country in 
the liberal international system, the US not only 
has the capacity to challenge China but must do 
so in order to preserve the balance of power of the 
international system. 

Willis Wang is a senior studying in the Edmund A . 
Walsh School of Foreign Service studying Interna-
tional Affairs.
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O ften overlooked in discourses on The 
Communist Manifesto is the critique 
leveled by Karl Marx on the posi-

tion of women and the institution of marriage 
under bourgeois-capitalist society. In his writ-
ings, Marx posits that women are collectively ex-
ploited by the industrial bourgeoisie. Influenced 
by this account of exploitation and by Marxist 
social thought writ large, contemporary com-
munitarian theorists indict the liberalism of John 
Locke for promoting exploitative relations be-
tween women and men—relations which these 
scholars see as characteristic of modern capital-
ism. In this article, I explicate Marx’s critique of 
female-male relations and Locke’s account of 
women and marriage in The Second Treatise on 
Civil Government in order to reveal how Lockean 
thought promotes the very social ills identified 
by Marx. Ultimately, I intend to demonstrate 
how contemporary feminist-socialists such as 
Carole Pateman fairly charge Locke and classi-
cal liberalism with advancing the patriarchy into 
modern capitalism.

Embedded in Marx’s sweeping critique of 
the moral, social, and political norms of nine-
teenth-century capitalism is an analysis of the 
position of women and the nature and function 
of the institution of marriage. Fundamentally, 
Marx suggests that capitalism relies on the di-
rect exploitation of women. Females are viewed 
and treated as “instruments of production,” 
and with the abolition of bourgeois-capitalism 

comes the emancipation of women from such 
exploitation.1 Therefore, this critique on the po-
sition of women under modern capitalist society 
aligns with Marxism as a larger philosophical 
account—Marx suggests that the exploitative so-
cial dynamic between women and men is but a 
superstructure which emerges from the base of a 
capitalistic system of production.2 Accordingly, 
in describing the position of women as a func-
tion of bourgeois-capitalist production, Marx 
builds his case for the primacy of economic rela-
tions in determining all human politics, culture, 
ideology, and social behavior.

In The Communist Manifesto, Marx fends off 
a bourgeois criticism that “communists would 
introduce a community of women,” as in some 
public channel designed for the “sharing” of 
women as opposed to the nuclear family typical 
of capitalist society. 3 He counters the claim and in 
doing so reveals the system of female exploitation 
which was relied on by the industrial bourgeoi-
sie. Marx indicates how of course the bourgeoisie 
would make this conclusion about the goals of 
communism because the bourgeois “sees in his 
wife a mere instrument of production” and since 
under industrial capitalism such instruments of 
production are exploited in common by the bour-
geoisie. The bourgeois can arrive at no other con-
clusion than thinking that communists, in making 
all capital held in common, would hold women 
in common as well.4 For Marx, because the bour-
geois’ conception of female-male relations is 

“From Time Immemorial”
Mapping Marriage, Exploitation, and the 
Commodification of Women in Lockean, 
Marxist, and Contemporary Social Thought

Simon Goldsmith
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conditioned by a capitalistic system of economic 
relations, “[the bourgeois] has not even the suspi-
cion that the real point aimed at [by communism] 
is to do away with the status of women as mere 
instruments of production” in its entirety.5 

Therefore, Marx suggests that under modern 
capitalism, women are essentially conceptual-
ized and exist only as a commodity, exploited 
like any other means of production by the bour-
geoisie. Moreover, Marx demonstrates how 
women (which communism allegedly pursues) 
already thrive in bourgeois capitalism under the 
name of marriage. He writes that such a com-
munity of women has “existed almost from time 
immemorial” because “bourgeois marriage is in 
reality a system of wives in common.” There-
fore, according to Marx, marriage itself repre-
sents the exploitation of women by men.6 Marx 
sarcastically quips that even if communism did 
aim to establish some deviant form of commu-
nal ownership of women, then it would only be 
substituting an “openly legalized” community 
of women for the exploitation which bourgeois 
men already enjoy “hypocritically concealed.”7 
Marx tells us that marriage is highly political, 
that capitalism employs the institution in order 
to maintain exploitative labor relations between 
women and men and to place women into a po-
sition of social subjugation. 

Meanwhile, Marx’s communism seeks to 
undermine the bourgeois view of women as in-
struments of production and shatter the entire 
paradigm that instruments of production should 
be exploited by a handful of capitalists. Marx 
states how the abolition of capitalism confers 
a form of female emancipation and writes that 
“the abolition of the present system of produc-
tion must bring with it the abolition of the com-
munity of women springing from that system.”8 
This indicates that once bourgeois-capitalism 
is overcome, the notion that women are instru-
ments of production collapses, along with the 
capitalistic corollary that they should be ex-
ploited by the economic bourgeoisie.

John Locke, born of the English Civil War 
and shaped by a Puritan upbringing, draws an 

account of the nature of marriage and the place 
of women in The Second Treatise on Civil Gov-
ernment. While some current liberal theorists 
understand The Second Treatise as a document 
encouraging female equality, a closer analysis of 
the text using Carole Pateman’s reading of social 
contract theory demonstrates how Locke does 
in fact espouse the very female-male relation-
ships deemed exploitative by Marx in The Com-
munist Manifesto. Ultimately, for Locke, women 
are naturally subordinate to men, and marriage 
in which men dominate over women represents 
the most discrete unit of society.

On first glance, Locke holds that marriage 
happily embodies a mutual effort on part of 
woman and man. Conjugal society is consti-
tuted by “mutual support and assistance” and a 
“communion of interests” between woman and 
man insofar as it is “necessary to their common 
offspring, who have a right to be nourished and 
maintained by them…”9 For Locke, marriage 
functions to guarantee the continuation of hu-
mankind in the same manner that all animals 
must procreate and raise their young. He con-
ceptualizes marriage as a natural agreement—
a “voluntary compact”—between a man and 
woman who commit to bearing, raising, and 
providing for their offspring. 10

At face value, this account of marriage does 
not appear to encourage the exploitative rela-
tions between women and men described by 
Marx. After all, the woman and man in Locke’s 
description agree voluntarily to enter a contract 
in which labor is actually shared, not extracted by 
the man at the expense of the woman. However, 
is the contract of marriage in Locke’s theory truly 
a voluntary compact or does it involve coercion? 
Furthermore, if the marriage contract does involve 
coercion, and that contract binds the woman to an 
obligation of bearing and raising children, then 
could it not be said that women are understood as 
instruments of production under Lockean think-
ing? These two questions (that of coercion and of 
commodification) offer valuable points of depar-
ture from which we can examine how Locke’s lib-
eralism encourages Marxian female exploitation. 
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Pateman, for one, tells us that liberal thinkers 
such as Locke are too quick to term the conjugal 
relationship equal and voluntary:

…feminist critics of the marriage contract 
have attacked the claim that, if two indi-
viduals make a contract, the fact that the 
contract has been made is sufficient to show 
that the exchange must be equal. The critics 
point out that, if one party is in an inferior 
position (the worker or the woman), then he 
or she has no choice but to agree to disad-
vantageous terms offered by the superior 
party.11

Locke fails to substantiate his claim that the 
conjugal relationship is in fact voluntary. In-
stead, he relies on the existence of the contract 
itself to retroactively indicate that it was under-
taken by two parties of equal footing. In fact, 
Locke directly contradicts this veneer of mutual 
consent, for among men and women in conju-
gal society “the last determination, i.e. the rule…
naturally falls to the man’s share, as the abler 
and the stronger.”12 The patriarch of the family is 
acknowledged to be a superior power, and thus 
Locke would have us believe that women volun-
tarily submit to a conjugal contract of which their 
subjugation is a presupposition.13 Accordingly, 
under Locke’s account of marriage, women are 
naturally subordinate to men, and, as Pateman 
indicates, the marriage contract is therefore not 
in fact voluntary but inherently coercive.

Once the coercion of Locke’s conjugal soci-
ety is laid bare (for women enter the theoreti-
cal agreement from a position of inferior power 
to that of men), we can see how contemporary 
theorists fairly charge Locke’s liberalism with 
encouraging gender-based exploitation. The 
terms of Locke’s marriage contract, which bind 
a woman to devote herself to childbearing in the 

false guise of mutual support, are established 
and applied to women with minimal consent. 
If women are coercively bound to a social in-
stitution which requires that they contribute 
their “labor-power” (as socialist critics such as 
Pateman describe it) to rearing children, then 
certainly they are understood by the marriage 
contract as a commodity ripe for exploitation. 

What Locke presents as a naturally emerging 
relationship common to all creatures that desire 
“the continuation of the[ir] species” is actually a 
system of subordination in which men, through 
coercion, utilize the labor-power of women in 
raising children.14 Therefore, Locke’s image of 
marriage and the position of women closely re-
sembles the exploitative relations cited by Marx.

For Marx, the bourgeoisie’s exploitative 
grasp over women is synecdochal of the broader 
domination of the industrial bourgeoisie over 
the proletariat. In positing that “the first society 
was between man and wife,”15 Locke encourages 
the very exploitation of women which, according 
to Marx, has existed “from time immemorial.”16 
Marx suggests throughout each stage of human-
ity’s succession within historical materialism, 
class struggles have yet to synthesize an order 
in which marriage is dissolved, and in which 
women are not subordinated to men. 

Pateman, like other critical theorists, is skep-
tical of hegemonic discourses and continues 
to pull from the theoretical well of Marxism to 
ground her analysis. Contemporary feminist-
socialists therefore incorporate postmodern ex-
aminations of power with elements of historical 
Marxism in order to arrive at still more potent 
critiques of injustice and domination in human 
society. 

Simon Goldsmith is a sophomore in the George-
town College of Arts & Sciences studying American 
Studies .
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S ince Mao Zedong’s famous proclama-
tion that “women hold up half the sky,” 
the Chinese Communist Revolution has 

earned the legacy of being a time of immeasur-
able advancement for the treatment of women.1 
However, to categorize the Chinese Communist 
Party’s gender equality policies since 1949 as 
feminism is a misnomer. Mao’s implementation 
of State Socialist Feminism succeeded in codify-
ing gender equality and forcibly dismantling as-
pects of a blatantly patriarchal and abusive social 
order in a relatively short period of time. How-
ever, the Chinese Feminist Movement emerging 
from the Communist Revolution was ultimately 
ineffectual because Socialist State Feminism 
failed to address the underlying ideological and 
cultural sources of sexism in China. This induced 
a major backslide of women’s rights under Deng 
Xiaoping’s reforms in the 1970s that established 
many contemporary inequalities. This system 
has been perpetuated by preserving the role of 
women as a means to achieve the goals of men 
in power, employing intrinsically sexist rheto-
ric in pursuit of equality, and allowing men to 
dominate the discourse on feminism while si-
lencing women activists. For these reasons, sex-
ism remains deeply entrenched in contemporary 
Chinese family life, work and political spheres, 
and media.

Pre-Communist China (221 BCE-
1948 CE)
While the subjugation of women has been a no-
table aspect of virtually every society since the 

Neolithic revolution introduced the concept of 
unequal, gender-based division of labor, China is 
markedly patriarchal in that its social order was 
intentionally and explicitly structured around 
the subservience and domesticity of women.2 
Since the Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE), Con-
fucianism has been one of the most influential, 
if not dominant, ideologies of Chinese society.3 
Central to Confucianism is the concept of filial 
piety, a model of social cohesion based on social 
hierarchy and submissive service to one’s supe-
riors which included the wife’s duty to obey and 
serve her husband.4 As a result, women were 
relegated to a lesser status for virtually all of 
Chinese dynastic history. They were largely con-
fined to the home where they engaged in tradi-
tionally feminine domestic duties.5 Since women 
were denied education and the opportunity to 
work outside of the home, they were entirely 
dependent on their husbands for economic se-
curity.6 Arranged marriages were the common 
practice, and women had no divorce rights, 
which frequently led to entrapment in unhappy 
and often abusive marriages.7 

Foot binding, the practice of applying tight 
pressure to disfigure young women’s feet, was a 
common practice among the elite and emblem-
atic of the popular understanding of women’s 
place in society. This abusive practice was en-
trenched in deeply sexist aesthetics that deemed 
small feet an ideal of femininity, symbolizing 
delicacy and grace. Additionally, it served as a 
literal form of oppression by limiting women’s 
movement, thus rendering them unable to work 

Not Quite “Half the Sky”
Why Chinese State Socialist Feminism  
Failed from 1949 to Present
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or escape and reinforcing the dependency on 
their husbands.8 The patrilineal structure of 
Confucianism led to a broadly held societal pref-
erence for sons, giving rise to female infanticide 
and the abuse of daughters.9 It was common 
practice for a married man to take concubines, 
particularly if his wife failed to produce a son, so 
that the family bloodline would be carried forth, 
and the father would have a male heir.10

This profoundly ingrained sexism has long 
served as the cultural baseline for China. While 
certain events and movements have led to the 
advancement of women’s status, these changes 
were ultimately nominal. For example, Empress 
Wu Zetian became the first female leader of 
China from 660 CE until 705 CE. While this led to 
a slight increase in educational attainment and 
literacy rates for elite women and served as a 
large-scale public acknowledgement of women’s 
capacity for power and leadership, the ideal of 
the Confucian woman persisted.11 The practices 
of confining wives to the home, foot binding, 
and preferential treatment towards sons went 
uninterrupted after Wi Zetian’s rule.12

 Likewise, the May Fourth Movement of the 
early twentieth century served as a protofemi-
nist movement within the Republic of China 
and brought advancement to some privileged 
women. Nevertheless, the movement’s long-
term impacts were limited by many interdepen-
dent phenomena. For example, the discourse on 
women continued to be dominated by elite men, 
which led to an ideology that was adapted from 
nationalism and western feminism rather than 
an ostensibly Chinese feminism.13 Therefore the 
political and patriarchal systems that were fur-
nishing Chinese sexism could not be effectively 
addressed by a movement that was intrinsically 
cultural itself.14 While both Empress Wu Ze-
tian’s ascendancy and female leadership in the 
May Fourth Movement stood in stark contrast 
to the explicit patriarchal norms of Chinese so-
ciety, neither altered the implicit culture of sex-
ism perpetuated by Confucianism’s persistent 
influence. Consequently, they were ultimately 
fruitless and led to no meaningful liberation of 

Chinese women. It was not until the early twen-
tieth century that a movement seriously chal-
lenged this strongly inculcated sexism.

The Rise of Maoism and Early 
Reforms (1949-1965)
The rise of Mao Zedong and the Chinese Com-
munist Party was a movement oriented around 
economic, political, and culture restructuring. 
Hence, the Communist Revolution posed the 
first credible challenge to women’s oppression in 
China. This preliminary organized effort to pro-
mote women’s equality took the form of Mao-
ist Socialist State Feminism, a top-down state 
approach to equalizing the genders as a means 
of undercutting feudal society and advancing 
economic progress through collectivism.15 Mao 
demonstrated a belief in perfect equality of the 
sexes from the inception of his career, which is 
reflected in his early writings and poetry as well 
as his official policy positions. In his writing as 
early as 1919, Mao lamented arranged marriages 
and suggested that the Chinese people “should 
protest loudly, warn the other human beings 
who are not yet dead, and condemn the count-
less evils of our society.”16 Later in his career in 
1927, Mao noted that women had suffered domi-
nation under men in addition to other feudal op-
pressions, effectively acknowledging the sexism 
and patriarchy of pre-communist China.17 After 
coming to power in China, Mao was particularly 
critical of Confucian patriarchal constructions, 
especially the traditional marriage as “feudal,” 
an epithet which Mao frequently wielded to 
express distaste for age-old traditions that re-
inforced social inequality.18 Since feudal society 
undermined progress toward a new socialist 
China in Mao’s view, the Chinese Communist 
Party displayed an ardent commitment to ending 
many of the fixtures of Chinese family life which 
perpetuated female subservience. However, this 
concern was ultimately rooted in advancing the 
agenda of the Party rather than a concern for the 
welfare and well-being of women.19

Moreover, Mao strongly believed that women 
should be equal participants in the workforce. 
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The Communist Revolution was the first ex-
ample of widespread workforce participation by 
Chinese women. This mobilization was an ap-
parent step towards gender equality, but was ac-
tually motivated by advancement of the Chinese 
Communist Party’s agenda. In order to fully 
realize the collective labor system and level of 
economic growth that Mao envisioned, a larger 
workforce was needed. For Mao, women were a 
"wasted reservoir of labor" capable of doubling 
China’s labor force.20 He viewed this expansion 
as a way to achieve his goal for a modern econ-
omy that could realistically compete with great 
western powers such as the United States and 
Great Britain.21 

Mao’s ardent opposition to traditional fam-
ily structures and women’s exclusion from the 
workforce embodied the unique component of 
socialist feminism which distinguished it from 
other schools of feminist thought. For Mao and 
other socialist feminist thinkers, women con-
stituted an oppressed group comparable to the 
proletariat.22 In this view, implicitly capitalist 
systems created patriarchal structures. There-
fore, Mao and his followers considered women’s 
whole-hearted participation in the Communist 
Revolution the only effective approach to wom-
en’s liberation.23 The inherent weakness of this 
approach was that it considered women as tools 
of a greater revolution instead as an oppressed 
subset of the population deserving special-
ized government action to remediate the po-
litical, economic, and sociocultural factors that 
gave rise to their oppression. To these thinkers, 
women’s advancement was simply an inevitable 
consequence of a larger, overarching goal. This 
reticence to directly address China’s sexist cul-
tural undercurrents led to the deprioritization 
and neglect of women's actual struggles in the 
interest of other communist policy aims.24 

Despite its failure to combat underlying cul-
tural sexism, the Chinese Communist Party did 
enact several early policies that attacked some 
of the most deeply entrenched sexist practices 
of traditional Chinese society. New marriage 
laws forbade arranged marriages and ensured 

women divorce rights, which greatly reduced 
domestic violence and the commodification of 
women in the dowry-driven arranged marriage 
process.25 Communist-driven legislation that re-
quired women’s workforce participation brought 
women outside of the home and allowed for 
widespread female economic independence for 
the first time in Chinese history.26 Women were 
also granted land and property rights that helped 
dismantle the Confucian practice of the patrilin-
eal transfer of wealth and property; in the past, 
this had rendered women as dependents to be 
exchanged from fathers to husbands at the time 
of marriage.27 The Chinese Communist Party also 
granted universal suffrage, extending the few 
political liberties available under a totalitarian 
regime to women as well as men.28 Women were 
provided access to contraception, abortion, and 
childcare, thus alleviating the burdens tradition-
ally associated with female reproduction.29 Not 
only did these policy changes have a positive 
influence on improving the daily lives and op-
portunities available to women, it also changed 
the perception of women to equal and integral 
participants in the Communist Revolution and 
daily life in New China. 

The CCP communicated their positive re-
gard for women through both their legislative 
priorities regarding gender equality as well as 
the equal and positive representation awarded 
to women in propaganda and speeches. In these 
works, women were represented as joyful partic-
ipants in a wide array of traditionally male labor 
activities which coincided with the State’s eco-
nomic priorities, including agriculture and man-
ufacturing.30 These mass media representations 
of female equality normalized women’s new-
found role in the workforce and public life as 
equal comrades rather than subservient wives. 
Women internalized these messages, for the first 
time viewing themselves as equals.31 A new gen-
eration of Chinese people were reared within 
a milieu that reinforced women’s strength and 
equality as tools of the Revolution in contrast to 
the previous models of homemakers in a patriar-
chal Confucian family structure. 
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It is indisputable that these policies made 
many meaningful improvements to the status 
and treatment of Chinese women. They freed 
women from the oppression of arranged mar-
riage, were highly successful at bringing women 
into the workforce as equal participants, and 
helped extirpate traditional Confucian prac-
tices like foot binding. This resulted in a new 
understanding that women had become con-
tributing members of the national revolution-
ary dialogue.32 However, the potential benefits 
of such a strong stance in favor of women’s 
equality were eventually undercut by several 
weaknesses. 

First, as discussed previously, socialist femi-
nists viewed the liberation of women as a sec-
ondary goal under industrial reformation which 
prompted the abandonment of women’s equal-
ity in times of economic dysfunction. This was 
demonstrated when the CCP adopted the prac-
tice of encouraging women to work when neces-
sary for economic expansion and sending them 
home when less labor was necessary.33 As a re-
sult, enforcement of the Marriage Law was jet-
tisoned after only three years as the government 
pivoted their attention to the implementation 
of the first Five-Year Plan, an ambitious agenda 
of rapid economic growth which employed in-
creased governmental oversight in an effort to 
accelerate industrial output from 1953 through 
1957.34 This policy hindered women’s progress 
toward equality by diverting governmental at-
tention and resources. Additionally, it allotted 
even more attention to industrial growth which 
curtailed agricultural production, causing mas-
sive food shortages and famines to the detriment 
of men and women alike.35 In effect, the CCP 
made women’s liberation a core talking point of 
their agenda, but—as the Five-Year Plan debacle 
exemplifies—women’s issues were sacrificed 
when the CCP became engaged in more specifi-
cally economic societal restructuring.

Moreover, Chinese Communist Party policies 
reforming marriage had mixed consequences for 
women. While the end of arranged marriages 
and the introduction of property rights helped 

equalize women in the long-term, escaping from 
abusive or unhappy marriages did not become 
easy or safe merely because it was legal. The out-
rage of many husbands, and even sometimes a 
woman’s own parents, at the prospect of divorce 
led many women to be murdered or commit 
suicide.36 This serves as a testament to how an 
attempt at forcibly dismantling patriarchal struc-
tures through legislation does not always curb, 
and sometimes even intensifies, the negative 
consequences of traditional and sexist cultural 
practices for women. 

Another major impediment to the effective-
ness of early Chinese Communist Party policy 
towards women’s liberation was a lack of en-
forcement, particularly in rural areas. Many of 
these areas were characterized by less central-
ized government and party preference.37 An-
tiquated Confucian customs remained more 
deeply ingrained in comparison to the modern 
cultural advancement of urban areas. Many local 
leaders empathized with the local cultural cus-
toms and used their discretion when enforcing 
gender equality policies.38 Moreover, the hard, 
physical labor of agriculture—particularly when 
mechanized equipment like tractors was still un-
available in many regions—led to more gender-
based division of labor, which often assigned 
women to lesser roles, thereby still entrapping 
them within a separate and lesser social status.39 
Alternatively, some women who undertook 
these heavy labor assignments endured serious 
physical health consequences, including damage 
to reproductive organs which rendered them 
sterile.40 The failure to enforce gender equality 
policies in rural areas had a particularly large 
impact on women belonging to the ethnic mi-
norities who inhabited many of these regions.41

Lastly, early Chinese Communist Party 
gender equality policies often unintentionally 
harmed women by forcing them to work the 
same amount as men while continuing to man-
age all domestic responsibilities simultaneous-
ly.42 A central component of socialist feminism 
is that the domestic duties were to be divided 
between men and women when women joined 
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the workforce.43 However, due to persistent pa-
triarchal cultural norms, few husbands contrib-
uted to the domestic responsibilities of running 
a home and raising a family.44 Therefore, instead 
of being liberated from home, many women re-
tained the burden of their traditional female du-
ties while also being forced to work full-time, 
often in heavy industry. Because cultural norms 
surrounding domestic duties did not change 
concurrently with new policy regarding wom-
en’s role in the labor force, Mao’s compulsory 
induction of women into the workforce often 
degraded women’s quality of life rather than 
improving it. This exhibits again how policies 
designed to uplift women by enforcing their 
equality in one sector actually harmed women 
by failing to take into account private-sphere, 
domestic sexism that existed beyond the reach 
of state policies. These changes encouraged the 
subordination of women—a trend that contin-
ued to limit women’s advancement, even as 
the next wave of political strategy, the Cultural 
Revolution, restructured Chinese Socialist State 
Feminism ideology.

The Cultural Revolution (1966-
1976)
The Cultural Revolution marked a new era of 
the Chinese Communist Party’s pursuit of gen-
der equality. Whereas the guiding theme of early 
Chinese Communist Party gender equality poli-
cies was predicated on ending feudal policies, 
the overarching theme of women’s advance-
ment efforts during the Cultural Revolution was 
the concept of gender erasure.45 While political 
rhetoric declared that men and women were 
equal, women were encouraged to renounce all 
elements of traditional femininity in order to 
become androgynous or masculine symbols of 
strength.46 Much like the earlier Chinese Com-
munist Party policies related to restructuring 
home life and ending feudal practices of female 
domesticity, this movement of gender erasure 
had mixed results.

Gender erasure led to the continuation and 
expansion of many opportunities in traditionally 
male arenas where women gained traction dur-
ing the early years of the Chinese Communist 
Party. Women’s employment rates continued to 
rise steadily, leading women to attain an all-time 
high rate of employment outside the home.47 
Domestic duties were socialized through the 
creation of dining halls and nurseries in many 
regions, which helped free many women from 
much of their housework. This allowed women 
to work without forcing them to single-hand-
edly bear the burden of the traditional female 
domestic labor in the evenings.48 This liberation 
from housework and revived equal representa-
tion in the labor force continued the process of 
granting economic equality and legitimizing 
women’s role in society. Additionally, female 
education rates also reached an all-time high 
during the Cultural Revolution, as a repudiation 
of gender differences encouraged female and 
male children to be offered the same opportuni-
ties.49 Women also gained more leadership roles 
within the Party, which helped elevate their 
social status and political capital.50 Although 
the situation was far from perfect in practice, 
women gained theoretical equality under the 
law during the Chinese Cultural Revolution, 
which in many cases expanded their opportuni-
ties for education, employment, leadership, and 
thus independence. 

However, these equal opportunities came at 
a high ideological cost. Women were granted 
equal opportunities only when they were able to 
embody the ideals of an often-unattainable mas-
culinity. In other words, the primary means and 
rhetoric through which women were rendered 
equal was to masculinize them, inadvertently 
confirming the implicit superiority of males. 
Through initiatives such as the Sent Down Youth 
program, women were compelled to adopt mas-
culine appearances and dress.51 This experience 
was unpleasant for many women and dredged 
up conflict regarding identity and self-expres-
sion, particularly for young urban women who 
had previously used fashion as a means to attain 
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a sense of individuality and self-confidence.52 
Even more alarming, women were driven more 
forcefully than ever to engage in physically de-
manding labor in order to prove their masculine 
strength. This exertion had detrimental conse-
quences for their physical and mental health, 
particularly their reproductive health.53 The 
perpetuation of the traditional belief of male su-
periority paired with the introduction of a one 
child policy led to a sharp spike in female infan-
ticide.54 Since the practice of female infanticide 
significantly skewed population dynamics in fa-
vor of male predominance, this policy gave rise 
to worsening sex trafficking and violence against 
women as demand for women as sexual objects 
came to exceed supply.55 While gender erasure 
should have theoretically served as an equal-
izer, its actual function was ultimately more 
detrimental to the status of women by affirming 
age-old patriarchal ideals reminiscent of Confu-
cianism which linked femininity with weakness 
and inferiority.

Concomitantly, the severe censorship intro-
duced during the Cultural Revolution destroyed 
many of the women-led arenas in which femi-
nism and femininity were previously celebrated. 
For instance, All Women’s Federation, China’s 
leading women’s rights organization, was forced 
to suspend itself during the Cultural Revolu-
tion after being branded counterrevolutionary.56 
Likewise, the feminist journal Women of China, 
which once used its iconic cover illustrations as 
a medium for celebrating diverse women and 
their contributions to the Revolution, was forced 
to replace their feminist covers with pictures of 
Mao during the Cultural Revolution in order to 
protect the safety of the editors during such a 
violent authoritarian regime.57 In this sense, the 
Cultural Revolution inhibited the development 
of an authentic Chinese feminist discourse not 
only by implicitly lauding masculinity through 
gender erasure, but by explicitly destroying pre-
vious spaces for women to develop and discuss 
their own experiences in the pursuit of equality 
as well. This censorship rendered women essen-
tially voiceless in an already state-centric, male 

dominated dialogue on feminism–a dynamic of 
disenfranchisement which would persist well 
into the next period in Chinese history, even as 
the Chinese economy began to restructure.

Early Market Reform China 
(1977-1989) to Contemporary 
China (1990-Present)
During the 1970’s, China gradually adopted more 
contact and collaboration with the international 
community on issues of women’s equality be-
ginning at the start of economic liberalization. 
Through this process, China tied itself to several 
institutions, treaties, and resolutions committed 
to protecting women’s rights and set a standard 
for domestic policy.58 Academic scholarship on 
women and feminism emerged during the era 
of economic modernization, which suggested 
the beginning of a feminist movement driven 
by the people rather than a highly centralized 
state.59 Based on these developments, the pe-
riod of economic modernization beginning with 
Mao's successor Deng Xiaoping’s free market re-
forms—policies which gradually decreased state 
involvement in industry and moved the Chinese 
economy toward a more quasi-capitalistic for-
mat—should have been a continuation of Chinese 
women’s gradual progress toward equality.60 

In actuality, this era represents a departure 
from the slow rise of women’s status initiated by 
the Chinese Communist Party’s takeover in 1949. 
While a small group of privileged urban women 
gained better paying employment opportunities, 
migrant and rural women were largely excluded 
from these opportunities for career advance-
ment and remained at the lowest rung of society 
under the competitive free market.61 Moreover, 
the majority of urban women also experienced 
increased inequality. Since women were no lon-
ger guaranteed access to equal positions by the 
state labor assignment system, they experienced 
workplace discrimination marked by a widen-
ing wage gap, biased occupational distribution 
to less desirable jobs, inferior workplace condi-
tions, longer hours, decreased job security and 
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layoffs, as well as forced early retirement.62 
Women who were pregnant or had children 
were regularly marginalized in the workforce, 
and women regained responsibility for the ma-
jority of domestic duties when housework was 
no longer socialized.63 Even college-educated 
women were significantly disadvantaged in the 
job market due to gender discrimination.64 This 
resurgence of sexism in hiring procedure con-
tributed to stripping women of the economic 
independence they gained under the previously 
strong state of pre-1978 China.65 

Similarly, although educational opportuni-
ties expanded for some wealthy urban females, 
parents and educators alike continued to assign 
priority to male education, causing most young 
women to be denied equal access to these op-
portunities for self-betterment.66 As women lost 
their places in the economy under Deng Xiaop-
ing, violence and other forms of oppression also 
increased. Women began to encounter higher 
unemployment rates, prostitution, and the res-
toration of traditional gender-based division of 
labor.67 These rapid setbacks for women under 
Deng’s economic reforms served as a stress test 
for the "progress" assumed to be made by the 
early Chinese Communist Policy.

Not only did the failure of Chinese State 
Socialist Feminism disenfranchise countless 
women alive during the aforementioned histori-
cal periods, but the historical forms of sexism 
have largely continued into the present. Indeed, 
many of the same challenges which faced Chi-
nese women in the late 1970s persist even as 
China emerges as a modern economic power 
and challenges the hegemonic role that the 
United States has boasted since the conclusion 
of the Cold War. 

Culturally, traditional gender roles of women 
have resurged under economic reforms. For ex-
ample, the notion of the "leftover woman"—an 
urban, educated female professional in her 
late twenties or older who is unmarried—has 
emerged in modern China.68 This demonstrates 
that the Confucian social value of women as 
chiefly wives and mothers lingers in Chinese 

culture. Moreover, women are considered more 
desirable wives when they are feminine, sup-
portive, and dependent. Beauty and femininity 
have even been commodified as jobs frequently 
demand a particular appearance of women, and 
attractive women are widely used in market-
ing.69 Sexual harassment and domestic violence 
remain prevalent, yet because of masculinist 
cultural values and internalized stigma, modern 
urban Chinese women who consider themselves 
outspoken, progressive, and emancipated, are 
unwilling to discuss these issues.70 This inadver-
tently aligns with the traditional notion of the 
Confucian woman. 

In post-reform China, rural women remain at 
the bottom of the societal hierarchy. They ben-
efitted marginally from the ability to migrate 
to urban areas for work, but still hold the least 
desirable jobs and experience a disproportion-
ally high level of marginalization and sexual 
harassment.71 In addition to disproportional 
unemployment, Chinese women today experi-
ence labor force discrimination demonstrated by 
the fact that they are paid on average 74 percent 
less than men and are underrepresented in the 
top tiers of professional life, such as business, 
law, and medicine.72 Moreover, the incidence 
of sacrificing paid work to care for family is ex-
ponentially higher within the Chinese female 
population than within the male population.73 
Gender discrimination in hiring is equally prev-
alent among college educated women of the 
younger generation, with 80 percent reporting 
having experienced some form of it.74 

Women are also severely underrepresented 
in government. In fact, no woman has ever been 
appointed to China’s top political body, the 
Politburo Standing Committee, or become the 
country’s top leader. Likewise, only two women 
sit on the Party’s expanded twenty-five member 
politburo; only ten of the 205 central committee 
full members are women, none of China’s thirty-
one provincial governments are run by a woman, 
and there are only two female governors.75 This 
is consistent with international trends in which 
women are ostracized from political power, but 
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particularly ironic in the Chinese government 
that has espoused perfect gender equality as a 
main ideological tenet since its conception. 

Another concerning phenomenon in pres-
ent-day China is state suppression of feminist 
voices, despite the state’s professed concern for 
women’s rights. While feminist advocates in the 
1990s advanced most of their agenda through 
work in collaboration with government actors 
and non-governmental organizations, the pres-
ent generation of feminists is increasingly being 
denied access to these consolidations of political 
power.76 Consequently, they have resorted to 
other tactics, including utilizing public displays 
to draw attention to gender inequality.77 Even 
these more creative avenues for seeking political 
change are being targeted by the government. 
For example, in 2015 the Chinese government 
arrested and detained the Feminist Five, a group 
of young women peacefully protesting domestic 
violence; this was the first openly authoritarian 
suppression of feminism in China since 1913.78 
Police arrests and brutality toward feminist 
protestors like the Feminist Five makes clear 
the resistance to feminist advocacy still preva-
lent in China as non-normative female behavior 
and family structures continue to be viewed as 
a threat to political stability and party control. 
Despite the resiliency of modern-day Chinese 
feminists and their persistent use of demonstra-
tions, scholarship, art, and even social media to 
promote dialogue on issues of gender equality, it 
is difficult to challenge these long-held beliefs of 
the Party and create meaningful change.79 

Chinese women have seen stunning ad-
vancement toward equality over the last cen-
tury, transforming from defenseless prisoners of 
patriarchal life to theoretical equals within the 
workplace, classroom, political arena, free mar-
ket, and home. However, a massive gap remains 
between the equality of women advertised and 
the deeply entrenched discrimination they face 
in every facet of daily life. This disillusioned real-
ity, paired with the unwillingness of the authori-
tarian government to entertain any free popular 
discourse about the inequalities which women 

encounter, calls into question how radically femi-
nist and effectual the gender equality policy of 
the Chinese Communist Party ever was. 

Conclusion
The latent gender inequality in modern-day 
China is a testament to the ultimate superficial-
ity of Chinese State Socialist Feminism. While 
legislative priorities and common metrics of 
women’s liberation (i.e. employment, literacy, 
total fertility rate) created the illusion of prog-
ress toward equality under the authoritarian 
reign of the Chinese Communist Party between 
1949 and 1978, the Party’s strategies ultimately 
manipulated women as a tool of the Revolu-
tion and did nothing to change cultural values 
or popular rhetoric to demonstrate the equality 
of women and femininity. In the early years of 
Communist China, the State disrupted the tra-
ditional structure of the family not to liberate 
women from oppressive marriages, but to en-
courage each member of Chinese society to rely 
primarily on the state for support and guidance. 
Thus, Mao conceived of women as pawns within 
an economic agenda rather than subjects deserv-
ing of equality in their own right. Subsequently, 
rhetoric of gender erasure promulgated during 
and after the Cultural Revolution aligned with 
Confucianism and patriarchal values rather than 
challenged them, as it affirmed the superiority of 
masculinity and the dialectical relationship be-
tween masculinity and power, thereby relegat-
ing any woman with feminine characteristics to 
an automatically lower position within the social 
hierarchy. Crucially, both of these approaches to 
feminism sought to change outcomes for women 
without disrupting the deeply held sexist beliefs 
which gave rise to gender inequality in the first 
place. 

As a result of this ideological short-sight-
edness, gender inequality persisted through-
out all of Chinese history, particularly in rural 
areas where the grip of traditional culture was 
stronger and the Party’s central power was less 
capable of enforcing the law. Likewise, the relax-
ation of top-down state control brought about 
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by Deng Xiaoping’s free market reforms in 1978 
caused a downward spiral for women’s equality 
because Chinese Socialist State Feminism never 
challenged underlying attitudes about women’s 
inferiority. Thus, when left to their own de-
vices by a slightly more laissez-faire approach 
to socialism, employers, teachers, and families 
reverted to their patriarchal values of Confu-
cianism. Other contributing factors have been 
the repeated censorship of women that do speak 

out and the voicelessness of Chinese feminists in 
their own movement. This perpetual failure to 
create meaningful change through the evolution 
of cultural values is a symptom of the ideology, 
rhetoric, and implementation inherent to Chi-
na’s approach to Socialist State Feminism.

Bella Ryb is a senior in the Georgetown College of 
Arts & Sciences studying Government, English, and 
Theology .
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I n 1881, Laurence Oliphant, British writer, 
diplomat, and colonial promoter, sat day-
dreaming among the ruins atop Citadel 

Hill in the famed ancient city of Rabbath-Am-
mon.2 From his vantage point among the hill’s 
remaining fortifications he imagined a millen-
nia-old charge of Israelite soldiers, led by the 
famous Uriah, storming the citadel and claim-
ing the esteemed “city of waters” for the Cho-
sen People of God.3 Sitting along the crumbling 
walls, Oliphant recalled the thought process of 
King David: these towering fortifications and 
natural cliffs would halt all but the most deter-
mined invaders, and then only after the loss of 
many lives.4 From this perspective, King David’s 
infamous decision to delegate Uriah to the van-
guard of the assault (that would result in Uriah’s 
death at the foot of Rabboth-Ammon’s walls) 
gained a larger context. Oliphant observed: “The 
only possible point from which that officer could 
have advanced was at the apex where the low 
neck connects the citadel with the high plateau 
beyond, but even here [Uriah] would have had 
to charge up an almost hopeless escarpment.”5 
In Oliphant’s eyes, anyone storming the citadel 

would have needed divine intervention in or-
der to survive a frontal assault on such walls—
Uriah’s attempt was a lost cause from the start. 
In contrast, Oliphant’s own cause was fresh and 
full of potential. He was there to explore the 
lands east of the Jordan River, record his obser-
vations, and evaluate their suitability for a future 
Jewish colony. 

While much of Oliphant’s account of Jordan 
was colored by his promotional aims, it helped 
to form a corpus of English-language “schol-
arly” literature that became essential to British 
knowledge about the lands east of the Jordan 
River. Oliphant and his contemporaries occu-
pied a foundational position within a contin-
uum of Orientalist intellectual production from 
where a distinct vision of the environmental 
characteristics of Jordan and the social aspects 
of its peoples emerged.6 Oliphant’s account 
was consumed, cited, and commented upon by 
later British travelers to Jordan. While Oliphant 
seemed to be merely reveling in his experience 
of a biblical space, the connections that he drew 
between the ancient citadel ruins, impressions 
of security, and the Jordanian environment 

Envisioning Abundance, 
Finding Peril
The British Environmental Imaginary in Jordan

Gabe Mielke

The massive walls—the lower parts of which still remain, and which, rising from 
the precipitous sides of the cliff, rendered any attempt at scaling impossible—were 
evidently Ammonite. As I leaned over them and looked sheer down about three 
hundred feet into one wady [sic], and four hundred feet into the other, I did not 
wonder at its having occurred to King David that the leader of a forlorn-hope 
against these ramparts would meet with certain death, and consequently assigning 
the position to Uriah.1
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were crucial to the way he communicated infor-
mation about the area. Laurence Oliphant, and 
other British travelers like him, constructed Jor-
dan and its environment through an imagined 
vision of abundant antiquity which clashed 
with their lived experiences of insecurity in the 
region.

I argue that the synthesis of these conflicting 
impressions, one conjured from biblical writ-
ings and the other through lived experience, 
produced a distinct, Orientalist environmental 
conception of Jordan. This environmental vision 
understood Jordan as a land overflowing with 
agricultural and civilizational potential that was 
hampered by the interrelated phenomena of 
physical insecurity and, according to Europe-
ans, primitive forms of land management. Brit-
ish travelers then prescribed private land tenure 
and the establishment of military security as a 
two-part solution to resurrect civilization in the 
“land of milk and honey.” The common vision 
of the Jordanian environment saw the area as a 
land of mismanaged and unappreciated abun-
dance that could be corrected by British colonial 
policies. This collective vision constituted a pre-
supposed version of Jordan’s environment that 
had later implications for subsequent British co-
lonial policy there. 

First, I will explain my analytical approach 
and methodology, beginning with an expla-
nation of what the concept of “environmen-
tal imagery” is. I also will offer an overview of 
French critical theorist Henri Lefebvre’s tripar-
tite conception of space. Next, I will present a 
brief review of the existing historical literature, 
highlighting the notable gaps in scholarship 
regarding the environmental history of Jordan. 
I will then proceed to analyze the twin themes 
of security and antiquity, which so thoroughly 
characterized British travel accounts. Following 
my thematic discussion, I will delve into a close 
reading and analysis of a select handful of these 
travel accounts, pulling quotes from other trav-
elers as necessary. Finally, I will conclude with 
speculations about future avenues of historical 
inquiry.

The Environmental Imaginary, 
Methodology, and Historiography
What exactly is an environmental imaginary? I 
borrow the phrase from Environmental Imaginar-
ies of the Middle East and North Africa by Edmund 
Burke III and Diana Davis.7 Davis understands 
environmental imaginaries as “the constellation 
of ideas that groups of humans develop about 
given landscapes, usually local or regional, that 
commonly includes assessments about that en-
vironment as well as how it came to be in its 
current state.”8 In this paper, I am specifically 
examining the constellation of ideas that British 
travelers developed about the central Al-Balqā’ 
region in Jordan. These ideas were originally 
expressed by individual authors that went on to 
form a collective discourse that was retroactively 
connected by the travel accounts’ intertextual 
references and relationships.9 

Before exploring the travel accounts, both 
contextual and methodological explanations are 
necessary. Firstly, the focus of these accounts 
concerns their descriptions of the Al-Balqā’ 
region surrounding the (eventual) capital of 
Amman.10 Today this includes both the Gover-
norates of Amman and Balqa, which have been 
estimated to have had a total of 6.4 million peo-
ple at the time of the British writers.11 Thus, the 
Al-Balqā’ region was significant as the nucleus 
of the emergent Jordanian state. Additionally, 
the region is located near the median point of 
Jordanian ecological terrains. North of Al-Balqā’ 
lies the green and fertile district of Ajlun, which 
shares many characteristics of southern Syria. 
Meanwhile, the arid hills of Kerak to the south 
of Al-Balqā’ blend into the desert that Jordan 
shares with Saudi Arabia. Overall, Al-Balqā’ is a 
useful cross section of the region that allows for 
the analysis of locally-specific British environ-
mental perceptions of Jordan. 

Another important component of my meth-
odology is the disconnect between different un-
derstandings of the same space—in this case, 
Al-Balqā’. The French urban theorist Herni Lefe-
bvre understood space as three-fold: first were 
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spatial practices, the social interactions which 
give meaning to space; second was the discur-
sive representation of space and its meaning; 
third was the resulting synthesis of discourse 
and practice into a “spaces of representation” or 
the spatial imaginary.12 For the purposes of this 
article, Lefebvre’s framework is useful in mak-
ing sense of the apparent disconnect between 
British travelers' expectations about the Jorda-
nian environment and their lived experiences.

Essentially, British travelers had a particular 
discursive and mental conception of the Jorda-
nian environment before even stepping foot 
there. Their conception was primarily shaped by 
the study of Biblical history, a typical Oriental-
ist trope. The space conceived by these travel-
ers suggested a land of agricultural abundance 
which could support the complex ancient so-
cieties, both Israelite and otherwise, that had 
inhabited the region. However, this discursive 
space did not correspond to the experienced 
spatial practices recounted by the travelers’ 
observations. As the writings of Henry Layard 
make especially clear, these British travelers 
often experienced physical insecurity during 
their travels in Jordan. From being extorted by 
local notables to camping in rough terrain and 
dangerous weather, these men experienced Al-
Balqā’ as a dangerous space inhabited by peo-
ples presumed to be lawless. Inevitably, their 
experiences of insecurity clashed with their pre-
conceived vision of Al-Balqā’ as a site of Biblical 
glory and civilization. In this paper, I use a Lefe-
bvrian lens to argue that the synthesis of British 
travelers’ preconceptions and lived experiences 
of Al-Balqā’ created an environmental imagi-
nary which constructed Jordan as a land of civi-
lizational potential in need of correction through 
private property and military order. 

Before delving into the sources, a brief sur-
vey of the little existing literature on the history 
of Western travel accounts about Jordan is in or-
der. Some historians and fellow travelers have 
utilized these accounts to write social histories of 
Amman and Al-Balqā’. British geographer Jane 
Hacker made extensive use of travel narratives to 

compile her early history of the city of Amman.13 
Similarly, Mustafa Hamarneh undertook the ef-
fort to update and critically correct Hacker’s first 
attempt with his own social history of Amman 
and Al-Balqā’ gleaned from travel accounts.14 
These two works are the most significant, since 
they both utilize British travel narratives as rel-
evant primary sources. However, their subjects 
are society, politics, and economics in nineteenth-
century Al-Balqā’ rather than the travelers them-
selves. On the environmental history front, I have 
already cited Alatout’s documentation imagining 
of the Jordan River as a hydro-political object, but 
besides this, there is scarcely any other environ-
mental histories of Al-Balqā’.15 

These existing works fail to take the Brit-
ish travelers as subjects themselves while still 
retaining a critical, environmentally grounded 
perspective. I seek to play a small role in doing 
for Jordan what many accomplished historians 
have done for the rest of the Middle East: docu-
ment the development and persistence of a Euro-
pean environmental imaginary which facilitated 
colonial encroachment and policies.16

The first accounts of Jordan within the Eng-
lish-speaking world came from archaeologists 
and others well-versed in Biblical studies. Their 
environmental impressions and conceptions were 
primarily informed by their Biblical perspectives. 
Consistent with the general overview of Oriental-
ist environmental imaginaries offered by Davis, 
early British travel accounts understood the land-
scape of Jordan in terms of its rich ancient history 
and related agricultural fertility.17 The authors of 
these travel accounts compared their knowledge 
of Biblical and classical Ammon (as understood 
through its ruins and Old Testament descriptions) 
with the state of civilization as they experienced 
it. Furthermore, British and American travel-
ers imagined that Jordan had supported a more 
populous civilization during ancient times. Ac-
cording to their narrative, after the withdrawal of 
the Byzantine Empire from the region, Arab dis-
inclination towards agriculture and the instabil-
ity of nomadism precipitated a retreat of settled 
agrarian communities. Therefore, Jordan held the 
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potential for civilization; the surviving ancient 
ruins were a testament to that fact. But, the pre-
sumed environmental mismanagement and so-
cial fragmentation of the Arabs prevented such 
a civilization from being revived. While some 
travelers (such as Oliphant) saw European colo-
nization as the logical solution to this situation, 
others remained unconvinced. However, rising 
above this disagreement between individual trav-
elers was a distinct and self-referenced spatial dis-
course which constructed Jordan and Al-Balqā’ as 
spaces in need of securing and privatizing.

The existence of an Orientalist spatial dis-
course is affirmed by the apparent active en-
gagement of these travelers with each others’ 
works. As an example, Laurence Oliphant, 
writing in 1880 about his exploring the ruins 
of Amman’s Jabal al-Qala’a, referred back to the 
explorations and published accounts of both 
the French traveler Louis Felicien de Saulcy and 
Henry Baker Tristram. Tristram was an English 
Protestant clergyman, for visual illustrations of 
the Ammonite ruins which he discussed.18 Simi-
larly, Tristram spent a significant section of his 
book engaging with the works of earlier scholar-
travelers regarding the placement of certain 
Biblical cities. Tristram came across de Saulcy’s 
expedition and talked to the Frenchman himself 
around the outskirts of Jerusalem as the for-
mer’s group was heading toward Amman and 
the latter’s party was departing the Holy Land.19 
Themes concerning the Jordanian environment 
developed from a focus around Biblical recon-
struction—tying ruins to locations described in 
the Old Testament—to a more general admira-
tion for the civilization of bygone eras in the face 
of contemporary social and political chaos. Driv-
ing this thematic development was the travelers’ 
shared confusion at the observed agricultural 
fertility of Jordan and the ostensible lawless-
ness that seemed to persist amongst the region’s 
inhabitants. 

Thematic Points of Departure 
Two stories are useful departure points for intro-
ducing the discursive themes of the Orientalist 

environmental imaginary in Jordan. The first 
is the connection between the contemporary 
citadel of Amman and scenes of known Biblical 
sieges at the same site observed by Oliphant. Sit-
ting atop the hill on which the citadel was built, 
Oliphant reflected upon the unassailability of the 
fortress in its prime: “I did not wonder at its hav-
ing occurred to King David that the leader of a 
forlorn-hope against these ramparts would meet 
with certain death, and consequently assigning 
the position to Uriah.”20 Citing the Old Testa-
ment story of David’s self-motivated betrayal of 
Uriah, Oliphant not only connected Amman to 
its famous Biblical past and an era of advanced 
civilization, but also emphasized that the secu-
rity of the millennia-old citadel was apparent 
even to a contemporary observer. This theme 
was also picked up by Henry Baker Tristram’s 
earlier account of his visit to Amman where he 
commented both on the fortified nature of the 
citadel and the supposed spot of Uriah’s un-
avoidable death.21 This association between the 
citadel of Amman and a continued sense of secu-
rity would persist, eventually finding an expres-
sion in the plans developed by Max Lock and his 
associates for the location of government build-
ings at the apex of this citadel hill. 

The second story illustrates an experience of 
insecurity shared by many of the travelers men-
tioned in this chapter. Sir Henry Layard, a Brit-
ish traveler and archeologist, visited the ruins of 
Amman in the early 1840s (though his account of 
the visit was not published until 1887). As he re-
called, “[p]easants, too, were to be occasionally 
seen driving the plough. I felt as if I were leaving 
the desert and entering a country with settled in-
habitants, and under some kind of government, 
and that I should no longer have difficulties and 
dangers to apprehend from the lawless tribes 
which infest the Syrian borders. I was doomed 
to disappointment.”22 He continued to describe 
an encounter with a particularly unsavory sheikh 
of a pastoralist tribe who attempted to shake him 
down for a bribe, but, upon realizing that Layard 
had very little of value to loot or extort, let the 
archeologist continue unimpeded.23 This story is 
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useful for two reasons. It depicted a scene com-
monly described by this collection of travelers: 
the negotiation for safe passage with different 
local power holders, and the level of uncertainty 
and insecurity that were inherent in such negoti-
ations. This sense of insecurity left an impression 
on these travelers, contributing to their overall 
understanding of Jordan as a lawless region. Sec-
ond, Layard’s unfulfilled expectations of finding 
settled civilization in Jordan reflected the incon-
gruity between the agricultural and civilizational 
potential of the region and the experienced real-
ity of lawlessness and insecurity. This theme of 
incongruity would be adopted and elaborated 
upon by many of British travelers.

Founding the Orientalist 
Environmental Imaginary
The early engagement between the British world 
and Jordan was limited. The French numisma-
tist and amateur archeologist Louis Felicien de 
Saulcy was one of the first to describe the Jorda-
nian environment in much depth, as part of his 
goal to reconstruct Biblical locations. The account 
of his first trip to the “Land of Moab” in 1850-51 
offers some relevant insights into the perspective 
from which he was viewing the Jordanian land-
scape. After relating the majority of his trip, from 
Beirut to Kerak and back to the Jordan River, de 
Saulcy launched into a discussion of “the mod-
ern names of the ruins, the position of which we 
have determined on our route, with the names 
transmitted to us by the sacred and profane writ-
ers of antiquity.”24 He then spent seventy-five of 
the final 130 pages of his book splicing together 
Old Testament descriptions of Moabite and Am-
monite cities with linguistic analysis of their 
contemporary Arabic names in order to surmise 
the modern locations of different ancient sites, 
such as Sodom and Gomorrah.25 De Saulcy’s 
Biblically-referenced perspective pointed toward 
his larger mission of “attempt[ing] to visit coun-
tries still unexplored” whose “mystery and dan-
ger sufficed to fix [his] resolution.”26 De Saulcy 
chose Jordan as the ideal land for his expedition 

specifically because of its contemporary chal-
lenges which had hampered earlier attempts at 
exploration. A dominating theme of his travel ac-
count involves the rehashing of biblical histories 
and the proper location of ancient cities, reduced 
to nothing more than ruins by the time of his 
visit. Thus, a tension emerged between the past 
solidity, in the form of stone ruins, and contem-
porary chaos, exemplified by the unaccountable 
Bedouins encountered by Layard. 

Henry Baker Tristram’s 1865 account spe-
cifically highlighted the ancient heritage of Am-
man and its surroundings which had fallen into 
ruin by the time of his visit to the area. “The 
fish-stocked stream, with shells studding every 
stone and pebble, winds in the midst, a narrow 
channel, receiving occasional affluents in its 
course, and making Rabbath most truly a ‘city 
of waters.’”27 This ‘city of waters’ provided for 
centuries of civilization that could still be seen 
in “the Roman Philadelphia that has left its story 
in its stones, and nowhere else ha[d] [Tristram] 
seen any structure more elaborate or delicate.”28 
In this way, Tristram also revered the remnants 
of antiquity in the space of Amman, though the 
significance of the site was being undermined 
by the dilapidated state in which the ruins were 
being (un)kept. The English adventurer of the 
Arabian Peninsula, Charles M. Doughty, agreed 
with Tristram’s impressions about Jordan’s heri-
tage of antiquity, saying, “Such monuments of 
old civil glory [in Amman] are now an astonish-
ment to our eyes in a land of desolation and of 
these squalid Arabs.”29 Tristram concluded, “[n]
owhere else had we seen the vestiges of public 
magnificence and wealth in such marked con-
trast with the relapse into savage desolation.”30 
This desolation took the shape of material ne-
glect of the ruins by the local peoples. Though 
they spoke of the magnificence of ages past, the 
arches and walls of Amman seemed to have been 
left to rot by the people who could be expected 
to act as architectural stewards. 

Moving to Amman’s hinterland, Tristram as-
serted that “[l]onely desolation in a rich country 
was the striking characteristic” of Amman.31 The 
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countryside seemed environmentally capable of 
supporting the level of settlement and civiliza-
tion that had once sustained the population of 
ancient Amman, but the people seemed to have 
no interest in either settled agriculture or ar-
cheological preservation. Doughty, for his part, 
described the Al-Balqā’ region of Jordan, under-
stood as the Biblical Gilead, as follows:

Westward towards Jordan lies Gilead, a 
land of noble aspect in these bald countries. 
How fresh to the sight and sweet to every 
sense are those woodland limestone hills, 
full of the balm-smelling pines and the tree-
laurel sounding with the sobbing sweetness 
and the amorous wings of doves in all paths 
are blissful fountains; the valley heads flow 
down healing to the eyes with veins of pur-
est water. In that laurel-wold country are 
village ruins, and some yet inhabited. There 
the settler hews and burns forest as it were 
in some far woods of the New World: the 
few people are uncivil and brutish, not sub-
ject to any government.32

Doughty directly connected the fertility of the 
countryside to the seemingly savage nature of the 
indigenous inhabitants, citing an imagined jux-
taposition between incivility and fertility in the 
Americas at the dawn of European colonization. 
Tristram elaborated upon this agricultural vision, 
“The soil of all Moab, and pre-eminently of this 
neighborhood, is wonderfully rich—a fine, red 
sandy loam, which year after year grows succes-
sive crops of wheat… [t]he mole-rats seem to be 
the only scientific agriculturalists here, and they 
swarm.”33 Tristram’s description of a fertile and 
rich soil that seemed able to accommodate settled, 
civilized agriculture contradicted the very deteri-
oration that Tristram saw in the ruins of Amman. 
For him, the discrepancy between past civiliza-
tion and contemporary barbarism is obvious: the 
current inhabitants of Jordan were simply not 
suited for the sort of settled agrarian life that the 
land was capable of supporting. William Ewing, 
another British traveler to Amman agreed:

Now we were within the borders of the 
modern province of el-Belka, of which es-
Salt is the principal—indeed, the only—city. 
This lies in the land of the ancient Ammo-
nites. These cool, breezy uplands, beauti-
fully diversified with wooded knoll and 
pleasant vale, in which may be heard the 
murmur of flowing water most of the year, 
offer a rich return to the hand of the enter-
prising and diligent cultivator. But whence 
is he to come? Numerous are the flocks and 
herds that browse on the grassy slopes, 
find shelter in the shady woods, and drink 
from the oleander-fringed streams in the 
vales. But no one who sees it can for a mo-
ment suppose that this rich soil is designed 
simply for the support of sheep and oxen. 
Those who hope for the return of Israel to 
the land of their fathers should turn their 
eyes rather to this rich and empty land than 
to the more populous and less kindly coun-
try west of Jordan.34

The picture which emerges from these de-
scriptions is one of a land with boundless 
agricultural potential without the people, insti-
tutions, or technology to properly make use of 
it. The travelers thought, in certain ways, that 
this situation was reminiscent of the Americas 
before the era of European colonization. At its 
core, the British environmental imaginary cri-
tiqued Arab social and agricultural formations 
for contributing to the ruinous lack of security 
and cultivation.

Oliphant offered a particularly scathing cri-
tique of Arab land ownership in Jordan, integrat-
ing the aforementioned opinions about Biblical 
relevance, environmental blessings, and civili-
zational potential. He advanced the discourse of 
past civilization and contemporary chaos begun 
by de Saulcy by offering explanations for Arab 
aversion to agriculture in Jordan and solutions 
which might have facilitated the re-establish-
ment of civilization. Oliphant was outraged at 
the fact that the contemporary inhabitants of an-
cient ruins seemed to show no appreciation for 
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the significance of their surroundings. “In fact, 
it seemed as if these barbarians, unable to sat-
isfy their vengeance upon the civilization of the 
present, had determined to wreak it upon that 
of the past,” he wrote.35 To Oliphant, “this [was] 
the land which is now included in the modern 
Belka, and which affords, without doubt, the 
finest territory for agricultural and pastoral pur-
poses in the whole of Palestine, while it [was] 
the only province where there are no legal oc-
cupiers of the soil, and no settled population.”36 
Here Oliphant made an explicit connection not 
only between the observed fertility of Al-Balqā’, 
but also the fact that the lack of settlement in the 
region was because of an absence of private, in-
dividual land ownership. Oliphant’s view is that 
settled agriculturalists are the foundation of civi-
lization and such agriculturalists can only exist 
when their tenure over the land is legally secure 
and physically defended. He further elaborated 
upon this point in his discussion of the suitabil-
ity of “Gilead” for western colonization: 

The fact that this rich and luxuriant coun-
try should be only sparsely inhabited by a 
wandering population, possessing no legal 
title whatever to the soil, specially adapts 
it to settlement by a fixed and permanent 
population, who could be established here 
with out injury to the Arabs; for regulations 
might easily be devised under which the 
interests of both could be safe guarded and 
secured. In point of fact, however, the Ar-
abs have very little claim to our sympathy. 
They have laid waste this country, ruined 
its villages, and plundered its inhabitants, 
until it has been reduced to its present con-
dition; and if they were driven back to the 
Arabian deserts from which they came, 
there is abundant pasture in its oases for 
their camels and goats…The most lawless, 
destructive, and powerful tribe who infest 
‘the lands of Gilead and Moab,’ are the Beni 
Sukhr. They are invaders, who should be 
driven back across the Hadj road, where a 
small cordon of soldiers, posted in the forts 

which now exist upon it, would be sufficient 
to keep them in check.37

Of course, given Oliphant’s goal of using his 
book as a jumping-off point for a larger move-
ment for European settler-colonization in Jordan, 
his assessment of not only the agricultural poten-
tial of the land, but also the ease of dealing with 
the indigenous Arabs seems an exaggeration at 
best. Doughty, for example, pushed back against 
the Oliphantian view that European colonization 
would be beneficial, recounting a story in which 
he discusses this with a Syrian acquaintance:

‘The desert’ (says the Hebrew prophet) 
‘shall become a ploughland,’ so might all 
this good soil, whose ‘sun is gone down 
whilst it was yet day,’ return to be full of 
busy human lives; there lacks but the de-
fence of a strong government. One of the 
Damascene traders in the caravan said to 
me, ‘Seeing that the Turks (which devour all 
and repair nothing) leave such a fresh coun-
try in ruins, might not some of your inge-
nious people of Frankistan lay an iron-way 
hither?’ Some in Europe have imagined that 
Frankish colonies might thrive here, and 
there is in sooth breadth of good soil to be 
occupied. But perchance the event should 
not be happy, the laborious first generation 
languishing, and those born of them in the 
land becoming little unlike Arabs.38

In claiming that the environment was stron-
ger than the social bonds which define European 
identity, Doughty suggests here that European 
settlers might become little better than Arabs if 
their colonization were to go poorly. This sug-
gestion points to the need for not only “civilized” 
settlers to enter into the Jordanian environment, 
but for transformative institutions and struc-
tures to accompany such settlers. Oliphant had 
some suggestions of his own for such policies 
and institutions.

To Oliphant, the first step in civilizing Jordan 
was to violently suppress the non-sedentary, 
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semi-nomadic peoples of the region, especially 
the large and powerful Bani Sukhr. This suppres-
sion had an inherently environmental element, 
for Oliphant did not propose forcible settlement 
of these semi-nomads, but rather a segregation 
of them away from the fertile lands which were 
to be his proposed colony. A line of forts was to 
be erected in order to enforce a geographic sepa-
ration between settled agriculture and itinerant 
desert pastoralism.39 It was no coincidence that 
this line of proposed forts reflected the line of 
ancient Roman fort ruins described in a 1944 lec-
ture by Baha Toukan, an Arab Jordanian official 
and father to Alia, the future queen of Jordan, 
which were constructed in antiquity to “divide 
the desert from the agricultural area.”40 The most 
extreme form of this segregation was his sugges-
tion that “the same system might be pursued 
which we have adopted with success in Canada 
with our North American Indian tribes, who are 
confined to their ‘reserves,’ and live peaceably 
upon them in the midst of the settled agricul-
tural population.”41 After the establishment of 
security could come the institution of privately-
held, individual property. Aside from giving 
farmers the confidence that they could reliably 
expect to harvest their crops and regularly reap 
the profits, private land tenure also offered an 
opportunity for developing the political capacity 
of the proposed colonial government. Oliphant 
suggested that a European land company could 
undercut existing indigenous financial networks 
and integrate Jordanian farmers into the colo-
nial project through their expected dependence 
on the colonial administration.42 Environmental 
security through exclusion and/or segregation 
of pastoralists led to private land tenure, which 
itself helped to facilitate the extension of a civi-
lized government, which could continue the 
quest of environmental securitization. 

Oliphant helped to cement a particular vi-
sion of the Jordanian environment that was con-
structed through the collected writings of all of 
the above travelers. That vision saw Jordan as a 
land of agricultural abundance and unbridled 
fertility that was being squandered by Arabs 

engaging in “primitive” agriculture, ignorant of 
the ancient heritage surrounding them. This ap-
parent environmental injustice, in British eyes, 
needed to be rectified by policies best outlined 
by Oliphant himself: public security and private 
property, the result of which would be civiliza-
tion. This renewal of civilization was doubly 
important since it would have taken place in the 
land of the Bible, validating the ancient heritage 
of the space. However, as we know now from 
current discussions of the environment in Jor-
dan, our image of the Jordanian environment is 
noticeably different. We understand Jordan to 
be a country of environmental scarcity, in water 
and arable land most of all, but also in terms of 
natural resources. British colonial officials were 
in fact some of the first to uncover the reality of 
natural scarcity, in both useful water and arable 
land in Jordan. Scientific experts at the end of the 
British Mandate examined different aspects of 
the Jordanian environment and began to realize 
the full extent of environmental scarcity. Though 
rather than subvert their inherited narrative of 
natural abundance in need of a guiding Euro-
pean hand, these scientific experts reproduced 
the very environmental imaginary that their 
work was disproving. 

Conclusion 
The English environmental imaginary Jordan 
that emerged from the experiences of early Brit-
ish travelers juxtaposed the lawless insecurity of 
their journeys with their expectations of ancient 
agricultural abundance and civilization. This in-
congruity was discursively carried through the 
accounts written by these travelers into discus-
sions of “civilizing” policies under the period 
of the British Mandate. A prescriptive vision 
of Amman and Al-Balqā’ surfaced, seeking to 
“civilize” these spaces through a combination of 
militarized policing and the enclosure of com-
mon land into private property in the pursuit 
of developmental “progress.” While there were 
diverging viewpoints and significant debates 
within the confines of this British environmental 
imaginary, they converged around an Orientalist 
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view of bringing order to the formerly lawless 
space of Al-Balqā’ and Amman through the ap-
plication of modern techniques of policing, land 
tenure, and technology.

Although the British environmental imagi-
nation with regard to Jordan was not entirely 
unique, it played a significant role in shaping the 
contours of Orientalist knowledge production 
about Jordan. The environmental imagination 
documented in this paper illuminates the rhe-
torical and discursive terrain upon which later 
British actors in Jordan—some imperial admin-
istrators and others technical experts—would 
discuss the Jordanian environment, people, 
and society. With regard to the relationship be-
tween imperial imagination and policy in Iraq, 
Priya Satia argued that “[i]n Britain, the early 
twentieth-century imaginary of Mesopotamia 
inspired an understanding of colonialism as a 
vehicle for technocratic developmentalism [and] 
encompassed within that concept were mod-
ern tactics of violent surveillance.”43 Just as in 
Jordan, the British imaginary about Iraq, with 
a similar narrative of resurrecting the utopic 
Babylonia through technology, shaped not only 
the contemporary colonial encounter but also 

the following decades of British-Iraqi relations. 
Documenting and understanding this constella-
tion of British environmental attitudes and im-
pressions about Jordan helps to shed light onto 
one of the methods of production for Orientalist 
knowledge about Jordan. 

Further research should be conducted into 
investigating the continuities between the Brit-
ish environmental imaginary, persisting Orien-
talist perceptions of the Jordanian environment, 
and colonial and even post-colonial politics. 
Overall, it is clear from the work of a number of 
different historians that European environmen-
tal discourses enabled and facilitated specific 
colonial governing practices throughout the 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century Middle East. 
The unfolding of this process in Jordan has been 
little studied, especially compared to studies 
of the Hashemite monarchy’s durability, even 
though the nexus of space, security, and history 
has been proven to be central to the maintenance 
of regime power.

Gabe Mielke graduated from the Edmund A . Walsh 
School of Foreign Service in 2020 . He studied Inter-
national History and Arabic .
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THE ARCHIVE

Same-Sex Roman 
Relationships
A Cycle of Masculinity and Reputation

Iris Hwang

A ncient Rome’s view of sexual relation-
ships between men was informed by 
the perception of masculinity, sexual 

vulnerability of slaves, and expression of sexual-
ity in the political sphere. In Rome, masculinity 
was a determinant of political status and thus 
dictated the customs of sexuality. As freeborn 
men, viri had the privilege of being impenetrable 
and the ability to penetrate others.1 Viri who pen-
etrated women and other men thus behaved in 
a way that was consistent with Roman ideals of 
masculinity, provided that those who were pen-
etrated were slaves. On the other hand, viri who 
were penetrated were ridiculed as being akin to a 
woman, thus diminishing their masculinity and 
reflecting the inherent misogyny in Roman cul-
ture that deemed femininity as lesser. To avoid 
speculation about how their supposed feminine 
role during sex reflected on their identity as po-
litical actors, viri adhered to a strict sexual code. 
The concept of sexual orientation did not exist in 
Rome, and sexual roles were ascribed to penetra-
tor and penetrated rather than the sex of the par-
ticipants. This paper will argue that the physical 
inviolability of freeborn Romans contributed to 
the creation of the double standard around same-
sex relationships by ascribing social value and 
gender norms to sexual roles.

It is important to establish that Roman sexu-
ality was not classified by attraction to gender. 
There were no words for “homosexual” or “het-
erosexual” in Latin that could be translated to 
define an unchanging sexual identity found in 

modern languages.2 Although there were Ro-
mans who were exclusively interested in one 
gender, authors wrote of this “preference” as a 
personal eccentricity rather than an intrinsic part 
of their sexual identities. For example, the histo-
rian Suetonius recorded the sexual preferences 
and behaviors of emperors and important fig-
ures but did not invoke a category of sexual iden-
tity. Suetonius noted that the emperor Claudius 
was “immoderate in his passion for women” 
but “wholly disinterested in male partners.”3 
Instead of using labels like “heterosexual,” Sue-
tonius provided a comprehensive overview of 
Claudius’ sexual preferences which did not re-
flect the conception of binary sexualities that is 
used today. Similarly, Suetonius describes the 
emperor Galba as being “more inclined to de-
sire for males…. [especially] full-grown, strong 
men.”4 Here, the unusual and noteworthy part 
of Galba’s sexual preferences was his taste for 
mature men as opposed to younger boys, not his 
attraction to men itself. Suetonius’s neutral tone 
toward these two men’s exclusive sexual prefer-
ences shows a lack of stigmatization, indicating 
that there were no biases that were attached to 
a preference for men or women in and of itself. 
This demonstrates that the concept of sexual ori-
entation was not only absent in the classical Latin 
lexicon but also in the Roman consciousness. 

Although the Greeks accepted such relation-
ships, Romans did not permit pederasty be-
tween a vir and a younger freeborn man because 
of the pudicitia of freeborn youths. In Greek 
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culture, these relationships were perceived as an 
invaluable form of mentorship between males 
of similar social levels.5 However, Romans did 
not permit such relationships because a young 
freeman was a future citizen and a potential vir 
whose essential masculinity would be scarred 
by undergoing “what a woman undergoes.”6 
The difference between the Greek and Roman 
moral outlooks could be attributed to the latter’s 
perception of the vir and masculinity. Although 
these freeborn men were naturally conceived as 
desirable by viri, they were not to be penetrated 
like a freeborn maiden. Romans’ rejection of 
pederasty demonstrated that they had a stronger 
link between penetration and masculinity and 
valued status more than the Greeks did. 

Roman sexual ethics were based on the civic 
status of the receiver, rendering the sex irrel-
evant in the eyes of society. In Plautus’s comedy 
Curculio, a slave explains the categories of so-
cially vulnerable people who are sexually acces-
sible to the upper class:

Nobody stops or prevents you from buy-
ing from here what’s openly for sale, if you 
have the money. Nobody forbids anyone to 
go on a public road. So long as you don’t 
take a path through a fenced property, so 
long as you stay away from the married 
woman, the widow, the virgin, the youth, 
and freeborn boys, love whatever you like.7 

The interchangeability of boys and women 
as objects of sexual attention again shows the 
lack of stigma attached to a man desiring an-
other man, provided that he only propositioned 
members of a socially unprotected class. The dis-
tinction between class was far more important 
for Plautus and his Roman audience than that 
between homosexual and heterosexual acts or 
desires. Notably, Plautus’s unsubtle metaphor 
of ownership highlights that those who lacked 
civic status were open to sexual use and clearly 
differentiated from the privileged freeborn.

Romans viewed penetration as an act of 
domination. Although freeborn women were 

granted sexual protection from rape and as-
sault, they were still perceived as being “created 
to feel love passively” as their very role was to 
be penetrated.8 The so-called “Priapic model” 
dictated that men were to play the role of the 
penetrator enthusiastically and never play the 
passive role. Priapus, a minor god, was consid-
ered a hyper-masculine model for Roman men 
due to his unusually large phallus and his pro-
pensity to penetrate young maidens and boys 
frequently and fervently.9 The link between pen-
etration and masculinity is also evident in the 
poet Catullus’s threats to penetrate male critics 
who had labelled him as effeminate due to his 
highly emotive poetry.10 Since his critics thought 
that he “must be effeminate,” Catullus threatens 
to “bugger” them.11 Catullus attempted to re-
cover his manhood by dominating his critics via 
threats of penetration.

Since freeborn men’s rights were protected, 
a vir who sought to penetrate a man could only 
penetrate slaves. Seneca the Elder recalled a state-
ment by an attorney that the loss of one’s impudici-
tia, sexual integrity, was a “crime” for a free-born 
person, a “duty” for a freedman (a former slave 
who had been freed), and a matter of “necessity” 
for a slave.12 This stunning clarification shows that 
sexual misbehavior was very much dependent 
on whether or not the object of the misbehavior 
was freeborn—relations with slaves could never 
be classified as stuprum, or sexual misbehavior, 
since they lacked rights and pudicitia.13 The in-
extricable link between freeborn status and the 
legal protection of bodily autonomy highlights 
how slaves were regarded as appropriate sexual 
objects of penetration. Sempronius Gracchus, an 
orator, proudly proclaimed his sexual and moral 
cleanliness by claiming to have stayed away from 
“any courtesan” and “anyone’s slave.”14 His con-
duct in sexual activities was unusually upright 
according to the standards of Rome. And yet, the 
noticeable absence of mention of Gracchus’ po-
tential activities with his own slaves shows that 
the treatment of a man’s personal slaves was not 
a matter for public discussion. Even if he had had 
sex with his slaves, Gracchus could maintain the 
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image of unscrupulous sexual behavior he sought 
to uphold, showing how society dismissed sexual 
relationships with slaves as inconsequential. In a 
book geared for marital success, the writer Plu-
tarch advised viri to respect their wives by pur-
suing extramarital sexual relations with slaves of 
either sex instead of other freeborn men or wom-
en.15 Neither the law nor society took exception 
to Roman men’s sexual use of their own slaves; 
the viri were relieving their desires in a way that 
would free them from criticism or accusations of 
stuprum. Roman law did forbid men from sexual 
interaction with slaves who belonged to another 
master, but this law was intended as legal pro-
tection for a master’s property, not for the slaves 
themselves.16 Gracchus and Plutarch’s commen-
tary surrounding sexual ethics of Rome clearly 
shows that a vir could safely pursue sexual rela-
tions with slaves without breaching societal rules.

Indeed, poets who positively depicted male 
sexual relationships were careful to address the 
fact that slaves occupied the role of the pen-
etrated, indicating that same-sex relationships 
were acceptable within the specific context that 
the penetrated were not freeborn.17 The poet Mar-
tial wrote extensively on the beauty of Earnius, 
the emperor Domitian’s favorite male cupbearer 
and paramour, whose “sweet locks [were] hal-
lowed offerings to the god of Pergamum.”18 As 
the poems were designed to flatter Domitian, 
Martial’s clear distinction illustrates an accep-
tance of male desire for beautiful young men. 
However, Martial emphasized that Earnius was a 
slave, showing that it was safe to idealize this spe-
cific relationship in which a man was penetrated 
because he was a slave. Martial demonstrates the 
lack of stigma attached to same-sex male relation-
ships themselves and highlights the importance 
of whether the penetrated was freeborn or slave. 

Roman society held double standards for the 
stigma attached to the penetrator and the pen-
etrated vir. Even though the penetrator could 
be penalized for violating a vir, he would be 
seen as expressing “excessive masculinity,” but 
his masculinity and role as a leader would not 
be questioned or undermined.19 To highlight 

the emperor’s depravity and lack of respect for 
the laws of Rome, Suetonius recorded that Ca-
ligula allegedly set up a brothel in his palace.20 
In Suetonius’ discussion, however, the shame 
did not derive from the fact that Caligula was 
running a brothel but that he was prostituting 
specifically freeborn Roman citizens with physi-
cal and sexual inviolability. Suetonius’ focus on 
the exploitation of the “matrons and freeborn 
youth” shows that the bodily violation com-
mitted against free men and women was the 
charge of depravity and not the general sexual 
offense.21 Suetonius sought to malign Caligula’s 
posthumous reputation by linking his name to 
perverse sexual behaviors, which indicates the 
gross unacceptability of violating freeborn viri. 
Meanwhile, the penetrated vir was perceived 
as unmasculine and therefore no longer wor-
thy of respect from his fellow viri. An extremely 
rare case of a vir confessing to being sexually 
penetrated shows the social and political rami-
fications a passive vir faced: a military tribune 
named Julius Calvaster, who was implicated in 
the provincial governor Saturninus’s military 
uprising against Domitian, narrowly escaped 
torture and death by claiming to have played 
the role of the receiver in sexual relationships.22 
Calvaster reasoned that neither Saturninus nor 
any of the soldiers would have recruited him in 
a plan for treason due to the contempt they held 
for him as a sexual receiver.23 Whether Calvaster 
was truly penetrated or not is unclear, but the 
fact that Domitian was convinced by the argu-
ment and disregarded Calvaster as a threat al-
together shows the open contempt and ridicule 
that sexual receivers faced.

Romans’ assumptions characterization of 
penetrated viri as unmasculine had practical 
implications on their social and political roles. 
Romans associated the penetrated vir with femi-
ninity because he was perceived as willingly and 
unnaturally giving up his masculine rights and 
privileges. Indeed, muliebria pati, a Latin expres-
sion that was commonly used to refer to the men 
who were penetrated, translates to one “having a 
woman’s experience.”24 On its own pati means “to 
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suffer,” reflecting the Roman view of sex as an act 
the active partner inflicts upon the passive one.25 
Romans transferred their contempt of penetrated 
viri into the political sphere and claimed that the 
muliebria pati's femininity in being penetrated 
makes them unfit to take masculine roles in po-
litical office. Caesar’s enemies questioned his abil-
ity to rule by citing his alleged sexual relationship 
with King Nicomedes of Bithynia in which he was 
penetrated. Bibulus mocked Caesar as “the Queen 
of Bithynia” and undermined Caesar’s ability to 
rule because of his alleged feminine role during 
sex.26 Bibulus implied that being penetrated made 
Caesar akin to a woman, and he raised the ques-
tion of how a vir who willingly gave up his mas-
culinity could be dominant in the political sphere. 
Licinius Calvus claimed that “Caesar on his couch 
[was] abused” by Nicomedes, linking being sexu-
ally penetrated to social passivity.27 Although the 
connection between Caesar’s alleged sexual role 
and his political capabilities is not logically clear, 
the fact that his opponents often cited that he was 
penetrated by Nicomedes highlights the signifi-
cance of how a viri who was penetrated translated 
into the sociopolitical sphere. Viri who were pen-
etrated suffered a loss of social reputation and 

respect as Roman sexual ethics dictated that be-
ing penetrated robbed a vir of his masculinity and 
reduced him to a woman. 

Romans’ view of same-sex relationships re-
veals their preoccupation with masculinity as a 
form of public reputation: one’s sexual prefer-
ences were a basis for others to judge one’s mo-
rality, character, and ability to perform in civic 
and political life. The binary of freeborn and 
slave in Roman society shaped sexuality and 
dictated a misogynistic view around sex which 
attached masculinity to the penetrator and 
femininity to the receiver. As penetration was 
equated with subjugation, viri could only pen-
etrate slaves whose sexual rights were exempt 
from the law. This connection in Roman society 
between social status and availability for sexual 
penetration thus created an unbalanced rhetoric 
of shame around the receivers in same-sex rela-
tionships. Such a discourse, in turn, reveals how 
sexuality dictated Roman political reputations 
and were used to form identities.

Iris Hwang is a freshman in the Georgetown Col-
lege of Arts & Sciences studying History, English, or 
American Studies .
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   Abstract

U tilizing letters dated between 1923 
and 1932, this study investigates J. 
Robert Oppenheimer’s inner matura-

tion in the context of his search for expiation fol-
lowing World War II. Letters to his little brother 
Frank Oppenheimer, and several to friend Fran-
cis Ferguson, reveal a young man more con-
cerned with physics than people, but also one 
that yearned for human connection. Ultimately, 
the letters suggest that Oppenheimer discovered 
a unifying notion of discipline that narrowed 
his outlook at the expense of more interpersonal 
aspects of life—a partial explanation of his fail-
ure to comprehend the full moral and political 
considerations of the Manhattan Project. By ana-
lyzing the spiritual and emotional life of one of 
the twentieth century’s most influential men, an 
important conversation about intellectual bril-
liance, seriousness of purpose, and human con-
nection is to be had. 

This paper attempts to explain J. Robert Op-
penheimer’s failure to foresee the full moral 
and political ramifications of his work in the 
Manhattan Project. Oppenheimer’s inability to 
understand these stakes can be explained by 
analyzing his views on interpersonal relations, 
their value in comparison to work, and his views 
on the role of reflection. The central question of 
this paper finds its basis in the work of theoreti-
cal physicist and historian Silvan Schweber, but 
considers Oppenheimer’s interpersonal relation-
ships through a careful study of his early letters, 
to a greater degree.1 Schweber postulated that 

Oppenheimer was “too fractured an individual'' 
to handle the technology he had created in “po-
litical and moral terms,” while this paper takes 
the stance that Oppenheimer’s tunnel vision can 
be partially explained by his views on relation-
ships and their role in his life. Additionally, this 
paper suggests that as Oppenheimer matured, 
he developed a coherent worldview centered 
around discipline. Rather than being a prod-
uct of a “fractured individual,” Oppenheimer’s 
inability to see his work in political and moral 
terms was a symptom of a mind more con-
cerned with ideas than people, and with work 
more than relationships. This, combined with 
his later conception of discipline, ultimately nar-
rowed Oppenheimer’s mindset, and devalued 
the moral and political ramifications of his work. 

Historical Context 
The Manhattan Project was the American-led ef-
fort to create an atomic bomb during World War 
II. General Leslie Groves, appointed to head the 
project in September 1942, selected J. Robert Op-
penheimer, a renowned professor of theoretical 
physics at the University of California, Berkeley 
and the California Institute of Technology, to 
lead the Los Alamos division.2 Oppenheimer 
and Groves would lead the project to its even-
tual “success”—culminating in the bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As sociologist Charles 
Thorpe has suggested, the advent of the nuclear 
bomb was far more than an advancement in 
weapons of warfare, it was the first time that sci-
ence became “a central instrument of violence.”3 

Earthly Horror
An Analysis of J. Robert Oppenheimer’s 
Personal Maturation 

Henry James 
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Concurrent with this transformation of the na-
ture of science was an evolution in the role of the 
scientist in society. For the first time, scientists 
were expected to address “the impact of these 
new technologies in both political and moral 
terms.”4 

Following the war, scientists who had 
worked on the Manhattan project (including 
Oppenheimer) struggled to reconcile their work 
with the devastation it had caused in Japan and 
the new technology’s global implications for the 
future. Schweber summarized the conundrum 
that scientists faced: “Reconciling their sense 
of moral responsibility with their belief that 
‘knowledge is a good in itself,’ even when that 
knowledge makes possible great evils, became 
an issue that physicists constantly had to face 
after the war.”5 This post-war debate was pref-
aced by a top-secret memorandum written by 
A.H. Compton, E.O. Lawrence, Oppenheimer, 
and Enrico Fermi on June 16, 1945. Several 
months before the first bomb was dropped on 
Hiroshima, the authors tepidly supported the 
immediate use of nuclear weapons to end the 
war and save American lives.6 Among the other 
options considered was a technical demonstra-
tion intended to prompt a Japanese surrender. 
The memorandum was not the first time Oppen-
heimer had to reflect on the larger implications 
of his work; he also made a critical judgement 
following V-E Day. 

The Manhattan Project was originally created 
as a response to the German nuclear program, 
with scientists such as Albert Einstein having 
personally written to President Roosevelt about 
the importance of countering the efforts of the 
Nazi regime.7 Given the origins of the project, 
there were calls for the project to cease follow-
ing the defeat of the Germans. But in a meeting 
called by Robert Wilson, a physicist working at 
Los Alamos, Oppenheimer spoke decisively in 
favor of continuing the American nuclear pro-
gram on the grounds that the world needed to 
know the full extent of the United States’ ca-
pability during the creation of the United Na-
tions.8 Oppenheimer made numerous moral 

judgements throughout the project that allowed 
for the successful creation of the atomic bomb 
and its eventual usage. But after seeing the ef-
fects of the bombs, Oppenheimer “was perhaps 
the most troubled” of the scientists.9 Following 
the war, Oppenheimer embarked on a search 
for expiation, speaking out against actions being 
taken by the government while serving in vari-
ous public roles for the State Department and 
the military—ultimately leading to the Atomic 
Energy Commission to revoke his security clear-
ance in 1954. 

A Note on Sources 
Letters can provide a valuable and intimate 
glimpse into the mind of historic figures. This 
study will solely utilize letters to gain insights 
into Oppenheimer’s developing moral outlook 
between 1923 and 1932—specifically a series of 
letters to his younger brother Frank and several 
to his friend Francis Ferguson. This time span 
encompasses the end of his time at Harvard as 
an undergraduate until several years into his 
tenure at UC Berkeley and the California Insti-
tute of Technology in Pasadena. While these let-
ters offer a unique view into his thought process, 
Oppenheimer himself offered a note of caution 
with regards to overvaluing the singular content 
of a letter: “It has always seemed to me one of 
the inadequacies of letters that they necessarily 
give a pretty partial account of the writer.”10 Yet, 
he concedes that while “the contents of the letter, 
which may refer to a brief mood or manic spell 
of action” may not be entirely illustrative, “the 
overtones of the attitude that the writer takes 
towards what he is writing” can, in fact, be in-
dicative of character or outlook.11 This paper as-
sumes that a young Oppenheimer’s letters to an 
intimate confidant, his younger brother, can re-
veal important insights into how Oppenheimer 
viewed the world, even if they only present a 
small sample size. 

Physics and Relationships 
Oppenheimer’s early letters reveal a mind more 
stimulated by science and ideas than by people. 
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Having just arrived at UC Berkeley as an as-
sistant professor, Oppenheimer wrote to his 
younger brother in 1929, “It would be terrible of 
me to say, and it is occasionally true—that I need 
physics more than friends.”12 A young Oppen-
heimer, however, was not dogmatic in declaring 
work more necessary than friendship, including 
such softening phrases as “it would be terrible of 
me to say” and “it is occasionally true,” but he 
stated this reality regardless of his trepidations.13

While Oppenheimer alluded to the lesser 
value that friendships held in his mind, his let-
ters to Frank also suggested that he did not 
struggle to make friends. A year earlier, while 
on holiday in Pasadena in 1928, Oppenheimer 
wrote, “I have had trouble getting time to work, 
for Pasadena is a pleasant place, and hundreds 
of pleasant people are continually suggesting 
pleasant things to do.”14 In these early letters 
to his brother, there are constant references to 
work and people, and the balance he was try-
ing to strike between the two. As a young man, 
it seems that Oppenheimer had some degree of 
a work-life balance, and an awareness of such 
a thing. However, as he got older, his letters to 
Frank evolved in their description of priorities; 
for example, he increasingly discussed the role 
of discipline in one’s life. He also repeatedly lec-
tures his brother on the subject of women, and 
his views on this subject seemed to change less 
than those on friends and physics. 

In discussing women with Frank, Oppen-
heimer was more assertive with their relative 
value in one’s life; to him, they were decidedly 
less important than one’s work. Oppenheimer 
wrote in 1928 that, with regards to women, 
“the whole thing is only important for people 
who have time to waste. For you, and for me, it 
isn’t.”15 He went as far as to ascribe some degree 
of ill intent to women, claiming “[her] profes-
sion [is] to make you waste your time with her; 
it is your profession to keep clear.”16 These early, 
more declarative statements were potentially a 
harbinger of some past degree of trauma and 
struggle that the elder Oppenheimer had expe-
rienced in his “erotic labors.”17 Such mixed up, 

painful experiences with romance are not un-
common for young adults, and Oppenheimer 
seemed to soften his views towards women in 
another letter written in 1929 while at Berkeley. 
In the same letter where he stated his need for 
physics supposed his need for friends, he de-
scribed the whole issue of women as a “refrac-
tory problem,” suggesting the importance of 
perspective in the matter.18 In a dampened tone 
(as compared to his 1928 letter) Oppenheimer 
wrote, “you have, in any case, other business just 
now; and you should not let yourself be inter-
rupted in that unless the interruption promises 
you a real charm and negotiation.”19 A calcula-
tion of relative value was clearly present in this 
statement. Oppenheimer’s utilitarian outlook 
is highly relevant as this analysis moves into 
later letters, and the phrase “real charm and 
negotiation” suggests both the excitement and 
stimulation that people needed to possess for 
Oppenheimer to value them. Francis Ferguson, 
a renowned dramatist who Oppenheimer met 
at the Ethical Culture School and later attended 
Harvard with, was an example of a friendship 
where Oppenheimer found “real charm and ne-
gotiation” in. An early letter to Ferguson reveals 
a far more tumultuous inner life in the younger 
Oppenheimer. 

A 1923 letter from Oppenheimer to Ferguson, 
written while Oppenheimer was a Harvard un-
dergraduate and after Ferguson had graduated, 
presents an earlier iteration of the same inner 
conflict between the relative stimulation and ful-
fillment that Oppenheimer found in people ver-
sus physics, but also introduces the early traces 
of discipline’s role in his self-image. This aspect 
of his character, once defined, would seem to 
narrow his outlook. Oppenheimer wrote this let-
ter with a greater degree of youthful passion, a 
rhetorical tone that would diminish by the time 
he was writing to Frank: 

But I have not the skill or the fortune to find 
enough people, and physics is a stern and 
compromising muse…I wish though, that I 
could get along without it. And with such 
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alluring creatures as your Weir, with an eter-
nal round of opacifying and soothing teas 
and cigarettes, I am sure to be consoled.20

Like the letters to his brother in 1928 and 1929, 
Oppenheimer again cited a dearth of stimulating 
people as compared to his work in physics, indi-
cating the perpetual nature of this inner conflict. 
But in this letter he also suggested a deep desire 
to find meaning and fulfillment in people in-
stead of physics. In both this letter and the 1928 
correspondence, there was a tone of disappoint-
ment surrounding his relationships with people, 
and he potentially alluded to the source of this 
disappointment when he wrote, “I suppose it is 
never quite possible for us to understand each 
other’s layers of naivete.”21 Oppenheimer might 
have struggled not only to find people that could 
satiate his endless intellect, but he also seems to 
have failed to feel a deep connection even with 
those who he did find “real charm and negotia-
tion” in. This sentiment demonstrates the limits 
of his relationships with others and a degree 
of cynicism. In a different letter to Ferguson in 
1923, Oppenheimer referred to himself as an 
“ascetic soul”—an early harbinger of a later 
self-image defined by discipline and work, and 
the elimination, to a degree, of this previously 
present wish for an elevated role of people in his 
life.22 Between his letters in 1923, 1928, and even 
1929, it appears that Oppenheimer still held on 
to a general desire for his connections with oth-
ers to occupy a relatively equal place to that of 
work in his mind. Nonetheless, later discussions 
on character and discipline contained in three 
letters between 1930 and 1932 illustrate yet an-
other mental shift. 

Discipline as a Stamp of Personality 
Beginning in 1930, presumably having settled 
into life at Berkeley as an assistant professor, 
Oppenheimer began to consider conversations 
about character with his brother. This progres-
sion culminated in a narrower outlook that pri-
oritized discipline as a means to inner fulfillment 
and failed to include any mention of the value of 

relationships with other people. Oppenheimer 
was often known to be moody and have the abil-
ity to drastically alter his personality, much like 
an actor, depending on who he was interacting 
with.23 Schweber’s hypothesis finds vindication 
in recollections of this nature, as a prismatic in-
dividual appearing to be different things to dif-
ferent people. In his analysis, Schweber went 
even further, claiming Oppenheimer lacked an 
“integrated” sense of character that would have 
allowed him to operate in a more grounded, 
consistent fashion.24 In other words, Oppen-
heimer did not have a coherent moral or worldly 
outlook to shape his moods. Interestingly, Op-
penheimer himself actually considered a very 
similar conversation in a letter to his brother in 
1930. “I believe that throughout the variations,” 
Oppenheimer theorized when discussing mood 
swings, “and they are wild enough…in mature 
people there come more and more to be a certain 
unity…a kind of specific personal stamp, which 
characterizes not so much the what as the how of 
a man’s business.”25 In a way, Oppenheimer was 
admitting that he was in fact prone to the mood 
swings that several people had recounted were a 
distinct part of his personality. Simultaneously, 
he was also stating that “mature people,” which, 
undoubtedly, he must have considered himself 
to be, have a defining inner characterization that 
allows for a degree of continuity in life. But what 
was the personal stamp with which Oppen-
heimer characterized himself? 

In 1932, further into his tenure as a profes-
sor, Oppenheimer presented, for perhaps the 
first time, a definitive, comprehensive account of 
a more settled spiritual outlook. This newfound 
worldview pointedly lacked the same consid-
erations of friendships and people and instead 
solely described an endogenic spirituality cen-
tered around self-discipline: 

I believe that through discipline…we can 
achieve serenity…I believe that through 
discipline we learn to preserve what is es-
sential to our happiness in more and more 
adverse circumstances, and to abandon with 
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simplicity what would else have seemed to 
us indispensable; that we come a little to 
see the world without the gross distortion 
of personal desire…in its nature discipline 
involves the subjection of the soul to some 
perhaps minor end.26 

After struggling to find the balance between 
physics and people that would lead to his hap-
piness, Oppenheimer seemingly retreated from 
the ambiguity of human relationships into him-
self, instead finding “serenity” in concrete objec-
tives that he could devote himself to. In other 
words, he appears to have found the “stamp” 
of his “mature” personhood. His later discus-
sion of intense devotion to “study, and our du-
ties to men and to the commonwealth, war, and 
personal hardship” was eerily relatable to his 
eventual ascetic devotion to his leadership of the 
Manhattan Project. This elevation of discipline, 
following a pattern of inner debate about the 
role of people and physics in his life, reveals the 
basis of his tunnel vision during the Manhattan 
Project. 

In effect, Oppenheimer’s hyper-focus on dis-
cipline potentially narrowed his perspective, 
preventing any deeper meditation on larger 
systems of politics and morality. Both are inher-
ently centered around human relations; moral-
ity is how one decides what is right and good in 
the world, while politics is the vehicle through 
which such a vision is carried out. A person who 
struggles to define the role of people in his life, 
and eventually finds peace in tangible objectives, 
is inherently prone to disregarding larger human 
systems and effects which have more vague, un-
defined criteria for success and failure. Such con-
siderations require significant reflection, while a 
specific scientific goal does not. In the same letter 
to his brother, Oppenheimer offered a revealing 
sentiment relating to his views on reflection. 

Reflection and Convictions 
As a young man, Oppenheimer thought deeply 
about the proper role of people in his life. His 
early letters to Frank seemed to be a form of 

reflection—as he offered advice to his younger 
brother, he parsed through his own thoughts. By 
the spring of 1930, in the same letter in which he 
outlined his evolving view on discipline, Oppen-
heimer also wrote about his view of reflection: 

It seems to me intrinsic to the act of living se-
riously that one should not be able to detach 
oneself enough to give a simple reflective 
account of what it is all about; the ability to 
do that comes only after the events are over, 
after one has ceased to be involved, when, 
that is, one is no longer the same person.27

Fifteen years before Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
Oppenehiemer stated, without qualification, that 
reflection is not an ongoing part of an ongoing 
endeavor, but can only come after the fact. This 
excerpt assumes even greater significance when 
considering the transition that had occurred in 
Oppenheimer’s thinking. “I write to get rid of 
an ideal and impossible system,” Oppenheimer 
wrote to Francis Ferguson in December of 1923, 
“and it is that which makes the things of so ex-
clusively masturbatic a character.”28 Here, Op-
penheimer acknowledged that his writing was a 
form of reflection, and reveals an early inkling of 
a burgeoning aversion to such self-centric phi-
losophizing, perjoratively calling the act “mas-
turbatic.” His use of the word potentially signals 
a degree of contempt for his need to share and 
sort through his feelings. When Oppenheimer 
told Frank that women and other related matters 
are only important for people “who have time to 
waste,” he devalued the powerful emotions that 
come along with deeper consideration of one’s 
own humanity and that of others; he engaged 
in the same sort of devaluation in this letter to 
Frank, but instead of confining his thoughts to 
the external, he included a hint of self-loathing 
at his own predisposition to fixate on certain 
internal feelings. In his disparaging account of 
discipline, these early sentiments reached their 
culmination. Oppenheimer did not believe 
regular reflection should be, or is capable of be-
ing, part of one’s life. When combined with his 
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endogenic spirituality focused on discipline, a 
potent combination for narrowing one’s political 
and moral outlook emerges. In the same letter, 
however, Oppenheimer offered up another sen-
timent that complicates this analysis. 

Oppenheimer shunning reflection until after 
the fact made it harder to live with conviction. 
Oppenheimer acknowledged this, writing to 
Frank in the same letter as above, that the “only 
letters which I can write with any conviction are 
technical ones, telling of physics, discursive and 
wholly educational letters…”29 After a decade 
of trying to find his “personal stamp” of matu-
rity, Oppenheimer seems to have succumbed to 
the notion that there was no correct answer to 
the deep questions involving relationships and 
other people he had previously considered. And 
yet, his next several words potentially contradict 
this analysis entirely, with Oppenheimer having 
added “love letters” to the list of things he could 
write with “any conviction.”30 His inclusion of 
“love letters” is curious in light of his lengthy, of-
ten dismissive previous discussions on women. 
It would seem that Oppenheimer had developed 
a complex mindset that relied on discipline and 
“minor ends” to shape his daily outlook, while 
also shunning reflection. However, at the same 
time, he retained the ability to write with convic-
tion about two seemingly diametric subjects—
emotionless, technical information and the most 
passionate of intimate feelings. It appears he had 
come to believe that he was unable, or uninter-
ested, in forming convictions about the larger 
moral and interpersonal topics of life. The end 
result of all this thinking was that he found free-
dom and fulfillment in an intense, “ascetic” de-
votion to his work. A little over a decade later, 
this devotion to work—and his relative disinter-
est in the more subjective human components 
of it—potentially served to prevent his brilliant 
mind from fully comprehending the human 
ramifications of a nuclear bomb. 

Whether consciously or unconsciously, Op-
penheimer made an internal compromise to 
value discipline as his inner compass, at the 
expense of a more interpersonal approach to 

life. This is not just speculation, Oppenheimer 
wrote explicitly about such a compromise in a 
letter to Frank in 1931: “I think that the world in 
which we shall live these next thirty years will 
be a pretty restless and tormented place; I do not 
think there will be much of a compromise pos-
sibly between being of it, and being not of it.”31 
Oppenheimer decided to be “of it,” and of course 
he did—he knew the singularity of his own ca-
pacity. He “did not have time to waste.” He 
knew he wanted to do great things, but inevita-
bly he yearned for connection with others. Even-
tually, Oppenheimer discovered discipline as a 
focusing instrument, revealing a partial explana-
tion as to how he compartmentalized his work 
in the Manhattan Project. Earlier in this paper, 
a poignant part of Oppenheimer’s conception 
of discipline was purposefully omitted. In the 
same letter in which he described discipline as a 
means for “serenity,” Oppenheimer also stated, 
in an instance of haunting historical irony that 
only hindsight can provide, that discipline also 
allows people to “accept more easily our earthly 
privation and its earthly horror.”32 Discipline ap-
pears to have given Oppenheimer a singularity 
of purpose. It allowed him to accomplish a feat 
that drastically altered the course of human his-
tory as few humans have. But the same triumph 
produced a unique degree of “earthly horror” 
that had never previously existed—one which 
even discipline might not have allowed Oppen-
heimer to “accept more easily.” 

Conclusion 
The story of J. Robert Oppenheimer is many 
things. It is a cautionary tale; a potential warn-
ing to the future actors of history who will be of 
the world to not lose sight of the human ramifi-
cations of their actions. It is also a tale of unique 
brilliance; many of society’s brightest individu-
als end up at the fringes—consumed by the intri-
cacies of their own brain. They decide not to be 
of the world. Oppenheimer did the opposite: his 
story is both an enriching testament to the com-
plexity of brilliance and a practical prescription 
for future leaders and citizens of the world. For 
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history to have happened as it did, singular in-
tellectual brilliance needed to be combined with 
ascetic devotion. The successful creation of the 
atomic bomb, however, was not an insular scien-
tific achievement. Due to its moral and political 
ramifications, it pushed scientists outside of the 
laboratory and into the public realm, dragging 
along Oppenheimer, who failed to fully appreci-
ate this until it was too late. 

But Oppenheimer’s early letters to his brother 
and Francis Ferguson reveal a different side to 
his later very public story—a deeply private 
and human one. As a young man, he struggled 
with the same emotional and spiritual dialogues 
that many, including the less than singularly 

brilliant, do. And so it is that one of the greatest 
minds and controversial figures of the twentieth 
century was not entirely unordinary. In the years 
following World War II, Oppenheimer became 
an ardent advocate for disarmament. He eventu-
ally acknowledged what he had neglected for so 
long: the larger political and moral context of his 
actions. Further studies should aim to analyze 
this transition, as it is only through understand-
ing the pivot in Oppenheimer’s thinking, that 
lessons for the future can be fully understood. 

Henry James is a junior in the Georgetown College 
of Arts & Sciences studying History and Philosophy .
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"Killing Machines"
Efforts to Remove or Limit Soldiers' Moral 
Agency, Old and New

Bryce Kelety

P resident Donald Trump’s recent rever-
sal of disciplinary action against three 
U.S. soldiers has reignited debate about 

issues of the agency of soldiers in war.1 Defend-
ing his pardon, Trump stated on Twitter that “we 
train our boys to be killing machines, then prose-
cute them when they kill!”2 This statement drew 
criticism from civilians and military alike, who 
claimed it dehumanized and removed agency 
from soldiers. Nevertheless, it raises legitimate 
issues — whether or not the President sees them 
as such — about how the United States trains 
and socializes its fighters.

Of course, this is not the first time the United 
States has reckoned with this issue — nor human-
ity as a whole. In his seminal work Just and Unjust 
Wars, Michael Walzer opens with the claim that 
“for as long as men and women have talked about 
war, they have talked about it in terms of right 
and wrong.”3 There is a long tradition of thought 
on what is permissible and impermissible for 
soldiers in war. We may look as far back as the 
fifteenth-century at Thomas Aquinas’ Summa 
Theologica to find evidence that these same ques-
tions were being asked; even Aquinas drew on 
Saint Augustine’s discussion of this issue.4 De-
spite this, much discussion remains focused on 
blame or responsibility rather than agency. While 
both are worth consideration, I am primarily in-
terested in discussing agency independently of 
questions of responsibility and examining the is-
sues without treading into the complex moral ter-
ritory of the morality of killing in war.

I intend, in particular, to question our moral 
instincts regarding soldiers’ agency in war. While 

my primary case studies for this examination will 
be crimes of war, I will refrain from attributing 
blame in the cases presented. Rather, I intend to 
demonstrate that the current paradigm for assign-
ing agency to individual soldiers misses the influ-
ence of the military environment as a whole: its 
hierarchical structure, its means of training, and 
the dependency it engenders among its members. 
Rather than treating soldiers as fully agential, we 
should view every individual action as, in part, a 
product of their environment. This in itself is the 
result of many choices made by other people, as 
well as a sort of institutional agency that cannot 
be traced to any particular agent.

To this end, I will examine two types of ac-
tion: chosen action and unchosen, or instinc-
tive action. The first case involves actions taken 
before the actor has time to reflect and select 
among alternatives, and so express agency at 
least in part. In this case, our instincts lead us to 
assign full agency to the actor for the action. The 
second case will refer to actions that the actor 
takes without forethought or time to select, rely-
ing entirely on either biological or conditioned 
instinct —  even if the actor is aware of him or 
herself while taking the action. Our moral in-
stincts in this case lead us to view the action as 
a consequence of forces outside human control 
and thus exhibits no agency.

First, I note the following regarding agency: 
full agency is a fantastical concept — our agency 
is changed, subverted, and reduced in all sorts of 
small ways by everyone around us. If even some 
efforts are intentional — and we may assume 
that many of them are, whether or not they are 
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performed with good intent — then it seems fair 
to say that no one but an non influenceable and 
unlimited deity could have “full” agency. As a 
result, I will consider all human agency to be in 
some sense partial or shared.

 I will examine the cases of both chosen and 
unchosen actions according to philosopher 
James Dempsey’s “systems” model. I will then 
argue that the agency of soldiers is crafted or 
limited by a broader system rather than an ex-
pression of individual agency. In the case of 
unchosen actions the relevant system will be the 
military training system. For chosen actions I 
will refer to a broader military environment. The 
training system clearly fits the model Dempsey 
lays out, having “inputs and outputs, and the 
former” being “converted into the latter by the 
processes of the system which [are] constituted 
in the internal structures of the system.”5 The 
inputs, in this case, are recruits and the outputs 
are trained soldiers. The case of the military en-
vironment as a whole is far more complex, being 
composed of many systems of which training is 
just one. The combination of all of their processes 
and goals interacting creates a good deal of am-
biguity, but, in the end, the environment does 
largely produce soldiers who are dependent on 
the military and thus exist in a state of reduced 
agency. In the case of chosen action, I will argue 
that the military environment creates actions for 
which agency is heavily limited but for which 
the soldier still shares some portion of agency. In 
the case of unchosen action, I will argue that, be-
cause the instinct that produces the action is the 
pure result of a system, agency for the action is 
shunted entirely back up to the soldier’s training 
as the true cause of the later instinctive action.

The following example will illuminate clearly 
my distinction between chosen and unchosen 
action as they apply to real soldiers. The Nisour 
Square Massacre of 2007 is one example of both 
types of action. The events of the day are con-
tested, but, in broad strokes, a civilian vehicle 
“abruptly lurched forward” towards a US-spon-
sored private military company in Baghdad and 
was fired upon, killing its civilian occupants.6 
The contractors of the private military company 

continued to fire upon surrounding Iraqi citi-
zens and police for minutes afterward.7

We may broadly draw two circles around 
these events, terming the shots fired against the 
car to be instinctive reactions to a threat and the 
following shots to be chosen actions. It is clear 
that those involved in the trial related to the mas-
sacre regarded instinctive actions as less reflec-
tive of agency on the part of the soldiers — much 
of the arguments presented regarded whether to 
refer to those initial shots as chosen or instinc-
tive. David Schertler, an attorney for the defense, 
argued that it was unfair to “sit here after listen-
ing to ten weeks of evidence and second-guess 
these men for decisions they had to make in a 
second… even if they might have been wrong,” 
attempting to frame all actions undertaken as 
instinctive.8 The jury eventually arrived at a 
conclusion that distinguishes between the two 
types of action. Even while finding the primary 
defendant guilty of murder — a chosen action 
to kill — the jury foreman stated that they were 
unsure if the moments before he fired truly con-
sisted of “premeditation”.9  It is worth noting 
that the initial shooter, Nicholas Slatten, is a U.S. 
Army veteran who had previously served two 
tours of duty in Iraq.10 If his reaction was indeed 
instinctive or unchosen, it was likely the result of 
US military training.

Accepting the distinction between the two, 
let us turn our attention specifically to uncho-
sen action as the case in which we can more 
easily accept an absence of agency on the part 
of the soldier. My argument, however, is that 
this agency does not simply vanish from exis-
tence or concern, but is instead shunted further 
into the past, reflecting the chosen actions of 
military policymakers in setting up the military 
training system. In this model, “systems will 
have inputs and outputs, and the former will be 
converted into the latter by the processes of the 
system which will be constituted in the internal 
structures of the system.”11 Dempsey’s primary 
example is the “tax system,” but the training sys-
tem I will describe works as well. In this case, 
new recruits are taken and, according to factors 
such as their intended role, are systematically 
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transformed into soldiers. Dempsey concludes 
that while “individuals… that set up the system 
in the first place… and those that continue its 
operation” have agency in its works, the system 
itself also exhibits a “remainder” that cannot 
properly be assigned to either group.12 Dempsey 
does, however, frame systems not as moral 
agents themselves but as being responsible for 
a remainder of potential blame. If systems can-
not be agents, is it sensible to frame them as ex-
pressing agency? I would argue not, however, it 
is fair to say that they shape, subvert, and limit 
the expression of the agency of their creators and 
maintainers. In this sense, I feel it is fair not to 
say that the end results of a system are expres-
sions of its own agency, but to instead say that 
they may be reflections of how it has subverted 
and limited the agency of actual moral agents. 
As a result, it is not an agent itself, but does share 
in the eventual subversion of soldiers’ agency in 
ways that its founders or maintainers could not 
precisely predict or choose.

The line connecting unchosen actions to 
the system and those agents associated with it 
seems to me to be fairly clear: soldiers perform 
unchosen actions on instinct because of train-
ing. This training is their processing through the 
military training system, a complex organism 
that includes tenets set down by its founders, 
modern additions to maintain and update the 
system, and quirks that result from its ongoing 
operation which may not be simply attributed 
to intentional planning or execution by any one 
individual. All of these are to some degree actu-
ally expressing agency through the performance 
of an unchosen action that relies on prior condi-
tioning. (It might be argued that the soldier has 
agency in having chosen to enter the system in 
the first place. I am amenable to this argument, 
but I see this percentage of shared agency as 
fairly low: while all other agents in the system 
intend to some degree to produce the result of 
the system (a trained soldier), the soldier often 
has limited information about how precisely 
training will change them and usually has other 
motivations for joining to begin with.)

Just how much control does the military ac-
tually have over unchosen action? The work of 
military psychologist Dave Grossman, studying 
the findings of military historian General S. L. A. 
Marshall, indicates that the system has a mas-
sive and statistically discernible influence over at 
least certain types of actions. The best example 
of this phenomenon is the opening shot of an 
engagement. One soldier spots an enemy, and, 
reacting on training, turns and fires — or does 
he? This was the question asked by S. L. A. Mar-
shall, an officer and military historian working 
during and after the Second World War. Con-
ducting interviews with Allied soldiers in the 
waning years of the conflict, Marshall concluded 
that “only 15 to 20 percent fired their weapons in 
combat. Even when they had the chance, most 
soldiers didn’t fire, or if they did fire they de-
liberately aimed high or to the side.”13 Military 
leadership took Marshall’s findings seriously 
and adjusted training to fit. Grossman con-
cludes that military policymakers, in an effort to 
simulate realistic conditions, changed training 
methods to condition soldiers to kill: “instead 
of lying prone on a grassy field calmly shoot-
ing at a bull’s-eye target, the modern soldier 
spends many hours standing in a foxhole… at 
periodic intervals… man-shaped targets at vary-
ing ranges will pop up… and the soldier must 
instantly aim and shoot at the target. … What is 
being taught in this environment is the ability 
to shoot reflexively and instantly.”14 Whether or 
not the soldier’s response to the stimulus before 
the training would have been to shoot or not, the 
military clearly intended to create one in which 
they do shoot.

What is really remarkable, though, is that they 
seem to have succeeded. Marshall repeated his 
study in the Korean War and found that (as a result 
of new training techniques initiated in response 
to his earlier findings) 55 percent of infantrymen 
were firing their weapons… These training tech-
niques were further perfected, and in Vietnam the 
firing rate appears to have been around 90 to 95 
percent.”15 According to Grossman, the military 
had successfully conditioned soldiers to naturally 
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and instinctively fire on the enemy simply by con-
ditioning their response to the stimulus of seeing 
something shaped like a human.

Let us, then, recognize a “before training” 
and “after training” state for the composition 
of soldiers’ agency in terms of unchosen action. 
The “before” state may be the result of all kinds 
of factors: socialized morality, instinctive revul-
sion — the exact composition matters little for 
our purposes. In cases where these components 
have been intentionally altered by another indi-
vidual it may be fair to assign them that portion 
of the agency, as I have argued with the military 
above. In examining the “after” state, however, 
it is clear that the actions of the military training 
system have drastically altered the end composi-
tion of the soldier’s agency, making soldiers as 
much as six times more likely to fire on instinct. 
In these cases, looking at the clear intention pres-
ent in the changes to the training system and the 
resulting change in actions being taken, it is ab-
surd to see agency as simply gone in the case of 
unchosen action — it rests instead in the system 
that produced that resulting instinct.

Dissecting the agency of chosen actions is a 
far more complex task. As I referred to earlier, I 
consider all actions to be reflective in some sense 
of shared agency in terms of how environmental 

and social factors intentionally and unintention-
ally shape human choices. In order to demon-
strate that the military should be considered 
particularly egregious in terms of subverting cho-
sen actions, I will attempt to demonstrate the ex-
tensive change and limitation of soldiers’ agency 
by the “military environment” system, to an ex-
tent far beyond other organizations or systems 
acting on individuals.

I will divide the “military environment” into 
two subsections: efforts at “moral disengage-
ment,” a term coined by Albert Bandura to re-
flect ways in which “self-sanction” of perceived 
immoral behavior is mitigated or removed.16 
If we consider self-sanction as a component of 
agency — one is less likely to take an action if one 
will hold oneself to account for it later — then in-
tentional efforts to tamper with it are, by exten-
sion, efforts to remove agency. If successful, this 
means that agency has been effectively removed 
and should be treated as belonging instead to 
the system that mitigated it to begin with. Ban-
dura provides a diagram illuminating the vari-
ous ways in which moral disengagement can be 
achieved:

All of the potential examples have real-life 
corollaries for means by which the military en-
vironment reduces soldiers’ self-sanction for 

Fig . 1, Albert Bandura, “Failures in Self-Regulation: Energy Depletion or Selective Disengagement?” Psycho-
logical Inquiry 7, no . 1 (1996): 21, www .jstor .org/stable/1449147 .
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actions they might otherwise perceive as im-
moral. My research, as well as common sen-
timent, indicates that militaries do justify or 
reduce responsibility for reprehensible conduct, 
minimize or excuse detrimental effects, and dif-
fuse or displace responsibility in order to mini-
mize the effect self-sanction has on soldiers’ 
agency. To take up one example to prove the 
broader point, let us examine Bandura’s point of 
“dehumanization” and “attribution for blame,” 
used to shunt responsibility for perceived im-
moral action onto the victim and thus reduce 
self-sanction.

 These factors may be as old as war it-
self: attribution of blame is easy, because the 
victim — in the case of war, the enemy — is 
blameworthy merely for fighting for or even 
supporting the other side. George Orwell related 
in a 1942 essay how “a man… jumped out of the 
[enemy] trench and ran… He was half-dressed 
and was holding up his trousers with both hands 
as he ran. I refrained from shooting at him… I 
had come here to shoot at 'Fascists'; but a man 
who is holding up his trousers isn't a 'Fascist', 
he is visibly a fellow-creature, similar to your-
self, and you don't feel like shooting at him.”17 
Implicit in this description of why Orwell did 
not shoot the half-naked soldier is a description 
of why he would have, or perhaps could have: 
had the man more accurately represented fas-
cism, the concept he had come to fight against. 
It is just one step further to say that at the mo-
ment, the man did not seem at fault for fascism, 
did not seem to be a responsible representative 
of any sort. Had Orwell been trained to associate 
blameworthiness not with the image of fascism 
he held in his mind but instead with any contri-
bution to its cause, he might have instead shot at 
him.

While the blameworthiness of the enemy 
seems to some extent to be definitionally nec-
essary if one wants to consider a war just, de-
humanization is clearly not, but, according to 
military psychologist Dave Grossman, it is just 
as old. “Men,” he claims, “have always used a 
variety of mechanisms to convince themselves 

that the enemy was different, that he did not 
have a family, or that he was not even human. 
Most primitive tribes took names that translate 
as ‘man’ or ‘human being,’ thereby automati-
cally defining those outside of the tribe as sim-
ply another breed of animal to be hunted and 
killed.”18 The usefulness of this predilection 
towards “othering” the opponent has always 
been clear to military officers. Psychologist John 
Bateson quotes a 1942 British training officer as 
saying “you kill your enemy more quickly and 
efficiently if you hate him, and it saves time if the 
men go on the battlefield already hating.”19 Mili-
taries not only tolerate but encourage dehuman-
izing attitudes towards the enemy in order to 
decrease soldiers’ inhibitions in harming them.

This example demonstrates the broader point 
of how the military environment as a system 
works to chip away at soldiers’ agency. Dehu-
manization, for example, removes or sets aside 
the soldier’s own choice not to harm those things 
that he or she sees as like him or herself. Before 
fully examining whether it is appropriate to term 
this as another systematic removal of agency, let 
me turn to dependency, the second component 
of the environment’s effect on agency.

By dependency I mean the military introduc-
ing new factors into a soldier’s life which render 
his or her quality of life dependent on loyalty to 
the military as an institution. These include fi-
nancial and social constraints that ensure loyalty 
to the organization, and are pursued both inten-
tionally and systematically. Due to the extreme 
nature of these factors, they constitute massive 
pressures on soldiers’ agency —  not precisely 
a removal of agency, but considerations that 
may be so overbearing as to leave little real 
choice. Bateson indicates a few of these factors 
in discussing why the military recruits young 
men, particularly from poorer neighborhoods: 
“Young people from poor neighborhoods don’t 
have outside income sources, so the lure of gov-
ernment salaries and benefits is stronger” and 
“they are less likely to have dependents.”20 The 
military selects for those who are most likely to 
become dependent upon it for financial survival, 
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ensuring that any act that harms the organiza-
tion, regardless of its morality, could be grounds 
not only for removal from the organization but 
also for financial insolvency. By selecting for 
people who are at a stage in their lives where 
many are getting married or starting families, 
they ensure that the threatened loss of income 
affects not only the soldier but also their deli-
cate family life. These potential problems are so 
great as to be a constant pressure upon the sol-
dier, leaving them with little capacity to really 
exercise agency when they are forced to choose 
between job security and other factors.

An additional component of dependency is 
camaraderie: the social bonds built up between 
members of the same military unit as a result of 
going through traumatic experiences together. 
Bateson relates the story of Daryl S. Paulson, a 
psychologist and Vietnam veteran. Paulson lists 
the men he saw killed before him, seemingly 
randomly and instantly, and how he and his 
unit “regressed to… a primitive way of func-
tioning… Life had no value except the saving of 
our own.”21 Bateson explains that “following the 
war, Paulson had trouble socializing with any-
one other than his marine buddies. How could 
he tell a woman… how vulnerable and afraid 
he had felt? … How angry he had been after his 
comrades had been killed? … He thought the en-
emy was all around, hiding in trees and stalking 
him.”22 The soldier becomes dependent on the 
unit as his or her only real family, the only ones 
who truly understand them.

What is truly worrisome about this level of 
camaraderie, however, is not the cost of vol-
untary exit but the threat of rejection. In such 
a tight-knit community, the threat of exile be-
comes reason not just to perform as the group 
does but also to prioritize the health of the group 
above all else. In the case of Navy SEAL Chief 
Edward Gallagher, one of the aforementioned 
soldiers whose discipline was reversed by Presi-
dent Trump, multiple instances of the harmful 
phenomenon I have described were present: 
for one, soldiers who reported Gallagher’s ac-
tions (including shooting Iraqi civilians in cold 

blood and executing a subdued ISIS captive) 
were “warned… against speaking out” and their 
commanders “delayed taking action for over a 
year.”23 Once the investigation was launched, 
Gallagher accused the witnesses of having 
“[betrayed] the brotherhood” and encouraged 
other SEALs to ostracize them. Some witnesses 
reported having “received online death threats, 
and at least one had begun carrying a concealed 
weapon.”24 These witnesses feared for their lives 
because of having spoken out. Paulson nearly 
took his own life because of his intense loneli-
ness following his return to civilian life.25 It is 
clear that the stakes for this camaraderie are 
mortal.

While “brotherhood” and “camaraderie” are 
generally seen as positive, they have unhealthy 
results when applied in order to reduce soldiers’ 
agency. In the words of Bateson, they make one 
conceive of killing not as “murder but as… doing 
your job, a job on which… the survival of oth-
ers in your unit depends.”26 This mix of reduced 
perceived moral obligation towards others and 
increased perceived moral obligation for the col-
lective is an incredibly effective means to sap the 
agency from someone and turn it to the use of 
the group. How can a soldier be expected to be-
have as a full agent, following their conscience, 
when the alternatives include systematic ostra-
cization and the threat of death by suicide or by 
other members of the group? As before, agency 
is clearly not removed entirely in this case — as 
the witnesses’ actions demonstrate — but clear 
and major pressures exist to subdue agency as 
much as possible. It is also clear that dependency 
is a state of reduced agency that the military pur-
sues systematically — demonstrated best by the 
systematic pursuit of recruits who are likely to 
become financially and socially dependent on 
the organization.

I referred earlier to the military environment 
as something akin to a bundle of smaller systems 
obscured by a larger picture, of which training is 
only one. One such system might be the recruit-
ing system, according to which an input of ci-
vilian recruits is transformed systematically and 
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intentionally into financially dependent soldiers. 
Another system might be camaraderie itself, by 
which recruits are systematically made socially 
dependent on the unit. They both exhibit inter-
nal processes made and maintained to achieve 
these goals.

Thus, just as unchosen actions may be as-
signed entirely to a system (shared in some 
portion with those who create and maintain 
it), the limitations that a military places on its 
soldiers chosen actions may also be attributed 
to the collection of systems I have termed the 
“military environment,” alongside, again, those 
responsible for its creation and upkeep. There 
is, however, a key difference here: in the case 
of unchosen actions, the eventual action can be 
clearly traced back to the agency of others. As 
articulated earlier, the action is the result of in-
dividuals setting up a training system to con-
dition a certain response, the changes made by 
those maintaining the training system, and the 
changes to the system that result from it taking 
on something of a life of its own. In the case of 
chosen actions, it seems more as if the potential 
choices a soldier can make are being narrowed. 
Is it fair to see a mere narrowing as a shunting of 
agency in the same respect? I would argue that it 
is: take, for instance, the idea that I chain some-
one up. I have not changed the result of their ac-
tions as in the case of a conditioned, unchosen 
action, but I have severely limited the expres-
sion of their agency. Suppose the person I chain 
up is accused of failing to do something: they 
may simply point to the fact that I have chained 
them up, and instantly we will understand that, 
in expressing my agency by chaining them up, 
I have prevented them from fully expressing 
theirs. If this was done systematically, would it 

not be attributable in the same way? If a system 
chains me up, I may attribute the limitation of 
my agency to that system, its creators, and its 
maintainers.

Having demonstrated that soldier agency is 
shunted entirely in the case of unchosen actions 
and limited severely in the case of chosen ac-
tions by systems created with the intent to do so, 
it is clear that common perceptions of soldiers 
as individual agents are fundamentally flawed. 
Soldiers are products of a variety of systems that 
impose grave restrictions on their capacity to 
function as full moral agents. This is not to say 
that we should not treat them as agents of a sort 
in the case of chosen actions, but we should be 
aware of the real choices they may face in ex-
pressing their agency. When we take issue with 
the results of their choices we must seek to cor-
rect not just the individual but the broader sys-
tems that produced them. Returning to the case 
of the Nisour Square Massacre, it is to some ex-
tent accepted by both parties that the resulting 
massacre might not have occurred but for the 
first soldier who shot towards the car.27 If we do 
view this as an unchosen, conditioned response 
to a perceived threat, our examination of the en-
tire massacre as an expression of the agency of a 
few bad soldiers must change. If the following 
shots were a conditioned response to shots be-
ing fired, the situation deteriorates.  In cases like 
these, we need to consider seriously the proposi-
tion that, rather than moral agents, our military 
is producing killing machines. 
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T he preeminent crisis of the twenty-
first century is the collapse of human-
ity due to climate change. A complex 

array of social, technological, and economic 
forces have converged to create our looming en-
vironmental catastrophe with both unclear and 
conflicting moral responsibilities. Environmen-
tal ethics, or the discipline of philosophy that 
grapples with the moral relationship of human 
beings to the environment and its non-human 
contents, is informed by a multitude of sources 
including religion.1 Considering the historical 
importance of religion in constructing moral and 
ethical attitudes across society, it is necessary to 
examine religious institutions’ treatment of the 
environment. I will focus on the historical stance 
of the Catholic Church toward the environment, 
a relationship partially determined by central 
Biblical texts yet ultimately promulgated by key 
institutional leaders, including the pope. Driven 
by notions of godliness and enabled by develop-
ments in technology, Christianity was manipu-
lated to legitimize an environmental ethic based 
on human domination of the earth in the En-
lightenment era. During this period, the Church 
switched from a theology of stewardship to an 
implied theology of dominion. Currently in the 
post-Vatican II era of humanistic globalism, the 
Church is switching back. I will argue that Pope 
Francis’ Laudato si marks a shift in the environ-
mental stance of the Church from an underlying 

theology of dominion to a theology of steward-
ship combating technocracy.

The Church and the Environment
According to Christian theology, “as the ones 
created imago Dei (in the image of God),” human 
beings share a transcendence with God.2 When 
combined with ideas about the environment, this 
transcendence has been traditionally interpreted 
to grant humans the ability to rule over the non-
human. Such a perspective is considered anthro-
pocentric, meaning that primary value is centered 
around humans, and all other value is therefore 
derived from their instrumental purpose for hu-
mans.3 The historical relationship of Christianity 
toward the environment can be characterized 
by two prominent anthropocentric attitudes: 
dominion (wherein the world was created by 
God for human exploitation)4 and stewardship 
(wherein humans are concerned protectors of 
the natural world and its inhabitants).5 The Cre-
ation story found in Genesis constitutes the basis 
for these two accounts. While some focus on the 
Bible’s prescription for humans to “fill the earth 
and subdue it,”6 others see that humans should 
rule “over the fish in the sea and over the birds 
of the air and over every living thing that moves 
upon the earth”7 with a responsibility to protect 
them and promote their well-being, especially 
considering they are also creatures made in the 
image of an all-loving God. Both environmental 
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theologies accept a hierarchy where humans are 
in control of the environment that exists around 
them—whether self-interested or benevolent.

Prior to the advent of modern science, the 
prevailing conception of the relationship be-
tween people and nature was one of fascination: 
the natural world was a mysterious and divine 
thing to be understood for the sake of knowledge 
and moral improvement.8 In addition, it was a 
thing to be feared, an area for both “survival and 
enjoyment.”9 Paradigms of domination referred to 
control over the dangerous impulses of the mind 
and the soul—devilish passions—rather than 
over the earth. Thus, a combination of remnant 
pagan reverence for nature and Biblical passages 
advocating for the protection of God’s creations 
established a sense of Christian harmony with 
nature. “With its rich pantheon of divinities in-
habiting all the spaces in nature,” paganism 
combined with Christianity constructed a sacred 
understanding of the natural world.10 Without the 
means for exploiting the earth that became avail-
able with modern technologies, early institutional 
attitudes promoted a sense of veneration for the 
natural world. In fact, some authors have pointed 
to the development of Christianity as a direct, 
ecologically restorative response to the Roman 
Empire’s program of continental domination by 
examining its focus on environmental balance 
and care.11 Whether a pointed response to envi-
ronmental destruction or not, prior to the era of 
Enlightenment, the Church promoted a theology 
of stewardship in relation to the environment.

This relationship switched in the era of En-
lightenment: the dualism of man and his des-
tined transcendence over nature became a reality 
through scientific understanding and techno-
logical development. Before the Enlightenment, 
nature possessed a certain mystification and a 
change in our knowledge of natural processes 
shifted our understanding of the physical world. 
Originally a spirited being, nature became an 
inert and passive thing—something that could 
be manipulated by humans for human ends. 
The understanding of dominion theology within 
Western Christianity is largely derived from 

Lynn White’s "The Historical Roots of Our Eco-
logic Crisis," a scathing account of the role of 
Christianity in creating our current ecological 
crisis. According to White, “the Christian dogma 
of man's transcendence of, and rightful mastery 
over, nature” has informed environmentally de-
structive technological development.12 The story 
of creation grants and promulgates implicit 
control over the earth and other creatures by 
humans. This newfound destiny coincided with 
the development of exploitative technology and 
proved itself to be a realization of the dualism of 
man toward a God-like existence. 

While the Church never published docu-
ments explicitly endorsing a switch to a theol-
ogy of dominion, its silence on the subject rings 
clearly. Traversing the role it assumed in the 
development of culture, states, and society, the 
“fact” of human dominance over nature was 
taken for granted. Several papal encyclicals writ-
ten during the period in between the age of En-
lightenment and Vatican II reflect this attitude, 
such as Quadragesimo Anno and Summi Pontifica-
tus. Amidst his defense of the rights of laborers 
under capitalist systems, Pope Pius XI asserted 
that “the earth may be apportioned among pri-
vate owners.”13 The next of his namesake, Pope 
Pious XII, wrote just a few years later about the 
“resources all men can by natural right avail 
themselves” provided by the earth.14 While nei-
ther encyclical argues for a theology of dominion 
explicitly, each reinforces the same underlying 
notion of the earth characteristic of dominion 
theology: the earth is something to be owned, to 
be divided, and to be exploited for its resources. 

While White claimed that this shift to domin-
ion theology occurred in the Medieval era,15 it 
was Peter Harrison who asserted that the trans-
formation of the Creation story into a literal 
domination over nature coincided with a burst of 
technological innovation, economic production, 
and rationalism in the sixteenth century.16 With 
the changing technological landscape, “natural 
objects began to lose their power to overwhelm 
and even terrify.”17 The natural started to as-
sume its own sphere which was distinct from 



Utraque Unum—Spring 2020 & Spring 2021   |   65

|   Grace Chisholm

the human sphere. Now, instead of an object of 
divine reverence, nature was a thing to be stud-
ied, examined, and eventually manipulated—it 
was an obstacle that humanity was meant to mas-
ter. While our “Neolithic ancestors were pawns 
in a hostile environment,” humans discovered 
the power to behold it from a psychological dis-
tance.18 And modern humans have developed so-
ciety in accordance with this thinking such that 
our current scientific and technological capacities 
can be seen as an “attempt to overrule” the power 
of the environment against our mortal selves.19 

The Modern Age: Technocracy
In this new era of empire, dominion theology 
reigned supreme as technology permitted the 
expansion of the population and a boom in pros-
perity. In History and Nature in the Enlightenment, 
Nathaniel Wooloch argues that Enlightenment 
historiography saw the domination of nature 
through cultivation as the most significant origi-
nal accomplishment of, and the most essential 
factor for, sustaining civilizational progress.20 
Thus, technology, religion, and the environ-
ment were inextricably intertwined, a knot that 
continued to gnarl with further development. 
Though this link between progress and natural 
domination was heightened by new capabilities, 
it has persisted in the Christian West under the 
same veil of imago Dei that informs environmen-
tal dominion theology. 

According to David Noble in his book The 
Religion of Technology, this flourishing connection 
between technology and religion is a continuation 
of a Western tradition that has entangled myth 
and science for more than a thousand years.21 
The dualistic nature of Christianity has always 
propelled science toward both transcendence and 
perfection, a recovery of the divine powers de-
nied to Adam after the Fall.22 According to Noble, 
“the belief in mankind’s image-likeness to God, 
and hence his license to perform godly acts, took 
two forms, the bold form of ‘co-creation,’ or the 
somewhat more humble form of ‘stewardship,’”23 
both of which are decidedly anthropocentric, 
Christian attitudes toward the environment. The 

religion of technology paints a clearer perfection 
of domination theology wherein scientific prog-
ress is equated with a movement toward coveted 
godliness. What was meant to be a “buffer be-
tween man and nature” has become all-consum-
ing.24 While not explicitly endorsed by Church 
correspondence, the religion of technology and 
dominion theology combined to legitimize proj-
ects of domination over nature.

Though this dedication to progress is theo-
retically neutral, it is practically dangerous. The 
modern age operates under a technocratic para-
digm, where progress for progress’ sake reigns 
supreme. Under technocracy, control over exter-
nal objects is the expression of ultimate victory, 
the same God-like control revered by dominion 
theology.25 Technological advancements such as 
artificial intelligence, nuclear power, and genetic 
manipulation offer conceptualizable, transcen-
dent human potential. Yet technology and its 
creations have been elevated to a level of influ-
ence that seems natural; machinery and science, 
in many ways, are no longer within the scope of 
human control. 

Predating the vast, problematic develop-
ments of today, Jacques Ellul published a critique 
of technological advancement in 1964. Ellul cited 
concern about escalating dehumanization due 
to technology and increasing devotion toward 
progress without will or direction, or progress 
without moral consideration. According to Ellul, 
“technique has become autonomous,”26 a force 
that self-regulates and repudiates traditional 
values in favor of production guided by numeri-
cal data via the “one best means”—technology 
itself.27 There is no way to return to a society un-
controlled by technology and, according to Ellul, 
no assertion of humanism will be able to subor-
dinate the damaging role of technology in this 
“new and unfamiliar universe.”28

Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor 
For some, including Pope Francis, the religion 
of technology and its dominion theology, have 
superseded humanistic or spiritualist con-
cerns with devastating consequences in our 
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technocratic world. Reified as simply part of 
society, unfettered technology results in drastic 
consequences, both social and economic, for peo-
ple across the globe. What was once clearly the 
product of human innovation is now an invisible 
driver of change, misfortune, unhappiness, and 
increasing inequality. This quest for never-end-
ing progress overshadows concern for people 
and is sought at the expense of the environment, 
leading to tragic consequences. For example, 
the global recession of 2008, partially attribut-
able to technology,29 left 5.5 million Americans 
jobless,30 and there are approximately 735 mil-
lion people living on less than $1.90 USD every 
day across the globe.31 Though levels of global 
inequality have remained relatively consistent 
over the past 20 years, some countries, including 
the United States, France, and Germany, have 
seen dramatic increases.32 Concurrently, global 
warming has contributed to that consistent level 
of inequality, as anthropogenic climate change 
has offset would-be reductions in inequality be-
tween countries.33 Yet what is most important in 
the championing of technocracy today is its ero-
sion of our understanding of human value, as El-
lul noted. Technological society is a reductionist 
society; rationality and artificiality dominate at 
the expense of creativity, art, and artistry.34 The 
world is progressing without consideration for 
the quality of human life in terms of autonomy, 
liberty, self-realization, or happiness. Instead, 
the human world is controlled by a dedication 
to the supremacy of statistics and numbers that 
claim to reveal what is best for progress.

The damaging effects of technology on peo-
ple around the globe are compounded by its 
simultaneous role in the destruction of the envi-
ronment. The machinery that allows humans to 
burn fossil fuels, log forests, and mine precious 
metals is also creating new human costs. The 
detrimental impacts of climate change threaten 
to hurt the world’s poor disproportionately: 
largely located in the Global South, in countries 
without the state infrastructure necessary to ad-
dress large-scale migration or refugee needs, 
the global poor are poised to suffer enormously 

when the worst impacts of climate change hit.35 
Evidence predicts that the effects of climate 
change will “worsen existing poverty, exacer-
bate inequalities, and trigger both new vulner-
abilities and some opportunities for individuals 
and communities”36 

Twin concern for the poor and the environ-
ment is situated in a longer history than our 
current climate crisis. Brazilian theologian Leon-
ardo Boff addressed the interconnected relation-
ship of the earth and the poor in his 1997 book 
Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor. He argued that 
liberation theology should combine with ecol-
ogy to recover the honor of the Earth and re-
vitalize our commitment to our greater world 
community.37 Liberation theology, built on con-
cern for the poor and critical of mechanisms that 
facilitate poverty, counters the same logic of 
oppression that has resulted in environmental 
degradation.38 Both the earth and the poor are 
vulnerable to self-interested domination. Ac-
cording to Boff, “a demon, that of desire, a ma-
chine manufacturing utopias”39 has corrupted 
the unity of the universe and its Creator. Our 
ecological crisis is rooted in a disruption of ac-
cord, codified in the never-ceasing social quest 
for self-interested development, between people 
and our environment.40 We must recommit our-
selves to our greater community in order to si-
multaneously save the earth and the poor. It is 
exactly this listless yet destructive existence that 
Pope Francis’ Laudato si seeks to emphasize and 
potentially redress.

Italian Friar, Argentinian Pope, 
Global Church
The intertwined destruction of the earth and the 
lives of the poor are central to Pope Francis’ theo-
logical concern, guiding his teaching throughout 
Laudato si. The 266th pope has embarked on a 
project to honor his namesake, St. Francis of As-
sisi, whom he considers the “par excellence of 
care for the vulnerable.”41 Pope Francis’ Laudato 
si emulates the work of the saint who showed 
“just how inseparable the bond is between 
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concern for nature, justice for the poor, commit-
ment to society, and interior peace.”42 Just as St. 
Francis of Assisi pursued a simple and socially-
conscious life dedicated to the poor (in a depar-
ture from the extravagant, corrupt church of his 
time), Pope Francis is undertaking a project to 
combat modern-day dominance and protect the 
earth and the poor from technological society. 
His second encyclical, Laudato si, strengthens his 
theological connection to his namesake in pro-
tecting both the poor and the environment from 
the corrupting influences of mainstream life. 
With its publication in 2015, Francis signaled the 
Church’s official move from a centuries-long un-
derlying theology of dominion to a theology of 
stewardship, propelled by the looming danger 
of modern technocracy.

While the release of Laudato si marks a de-
cisive shift toward an official theology toward 
the environment within the Church, it is impor-
tant to note that other modern popes have also 
commented on the need to address the envi-
ronmental crisis and assume moral responsibil-
ity for solving it. In the post-Vatican II era, the 
newly world-facing Church has begun to recon-
nect with the message of imago Dei—the notion 
that man is made in the image of God, as well 
as the notion that largely informs stewardship 
theology.43 In congruence with the new identity 
of the emerging global church and its newly-
established commitment to promoting global 
humanism,44 interpretation of imago Dei returned 
to an imitation of a “providential caring, renewal, 
and restoration” of God.45 Prompted by the then-
emerging environmental crisis, this rediscovery 
led to speeches and published works that explic-
itly referred to human responsibility toward the 
environment in terms of human peace. 

Pope John Paul II delivered his speech "Peace 
with God the Creator, Peace with All Creation” 
on World Peace Day in 1990, asserting that the 
“ecological crisis reveals the urgent moral need 
for a new solidarity,” including addressing pov-
erty and ongoing conflict.46 Pope Benedict XVI 
delivered his own speech called “If You Want to 
Cultivate Peace, Protect Creation” on the same 

day almost 20 years later, a similar call for envi-
ronmental protection and global solidarity con-
textualized in the open, global Church that has 
existed since Vatican II.47 Though supported by 
the precedent of his predecessors, Francis’ en-
cyclical solidifies the Church’s stance on the re-
lationship between people and the environment. 
Laudato si is a reaffirmation of the core ecological 
beliefs of the ancient institution.

Praise Be To You: On Care for 
Our Common Home
While other popes discussed the need to protect 
the environment in terms of promoting peace, 
Francis engages with the subject in response to 
technocracy which he believes has corrupted 
modern society at the expense of the environ-
ment and the poor. According to Francis, tech-
nology creates “a framework which ends up 
conditioning lifestyles and shaping social pos-
sibilities along the lines dictated by the interests 
of certain powerful groups.”48 This framework 
relegates the majority to poverty, anxiety, and 
purposelessness. Technology develops toward 
a super consumerism beneficial for the wealthy 
while the most vulnerable are continually 
degraded.49 

For Francis, re-envisioning the way that we 
understand the power and will of technology—
the same uncontrollable force that Jacques El-
lul warned about over 50 years ago— is vital 
to addressing the problems which underlie the 
climate crisis. According to Francis, the modern 
way of technology and science is the way “of pos-
session, mastery and transformation” of external 
objects, including the Earth.50 Thus, technology 
has provided an ideological reinforcement for 
dominion theology. Technocracy is the ultimate 
expression of a theology of dominion where 
human mastery becomes an ingrained, unstop-
pable control of not just the earth, but of people 
themselves. Francis published Laudato si spe-
cifically as a critique of a technocratic paradigm 
which has facilitated the development of the cli-
mate crisis, not just the crisis alone.
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Considering the devastating potential of this 
technocratic paradigm, we must address “both 
the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor” 
against the false religion of technology and the 
theology of dominion that has exacerbated de-
struction by eliminating moral barriers to en-
vironmental harm.51 According to Francis, any 
technological or scientific development “must 
be put in the service of the divine design for the 
whole of creation and for all creatures” uniquely 
guided by moral understanding.52 In order to 
create sustainable progress, we must engage in 
cultural revolution based on “authentic human-
ity” Francis maintains.53 This sort of recommit-
ment to our common home based on human 
value stands in opposition to our current tech-
nocratic, exploitative relationship. In rediscov-
ering our common humanity, we reclaim moral 
responsibility for fellow humans and the earth 
while rejecting the inanimate yet all-powerful 
forces of technology that work against the vul-
nerable in the name of progress. Francis rejects a 
theology of dominion on every level, from tech-
nology to the environment. 

This moral reclamation is explicitly linked 
to imago Dei, the connection between the image 
of God and the image of man. For Francis, “we 
cannot presume to heal our relationship with 
nature and the environment without healing all 
fundamental human relationships,” including 
our systematic ignorance of human value under 
technocracy.54 With dual victims comes dual res-
titution. A cultural shift toward understanding 
our God-given potential for transcendence as a 
call to care for others would restore the discon-
nection between humans, the Creator, and the 
environment that writers such as Boff have ar-
gued is culpable for the current ecological crisis. 
We must return to the original unity with the 
environment and all of its inhabitants, speaking 
“the language of fraternity and beauty in our re-
lationship with the world.”55 

Specifically, speaking the language of con-
nection with the world means assuming a 
“sense of responsible stewardship” toward 
the earth and its inhabitants rather than our 

current assumption of mastery—or better yet, 
dominion.56 According to Francis, the world 
operates under a misguided anthropocentrism 
(i.e. dominion theology) which “has paradoxi-
cally ended up prizing technical thought over 
reality.”57 He harkens back to the shift that oc-
curred during the Enlightenment, where na-
ture became an “insensate order… a cold body 
of facts” that could be both taken as given and 
reaped for the benefit of human utility.58 Un-
der his new conception of stewardship, people 
would simultaneously reassert concern for the 
environment and concern for other people by 
rejecting the self-interested individualism for 
which technocracy advocates.59 In order to re-
pair our relationship with the environment, we 
must reject the dangerous conjunction of anthro-
pocentrism with technology. 

In establishing stewardship theology anew, 
Francis draws on the thought of German Catho-
lic priest Romano Guardini, who argues that 
our traditional world of personality, nature, and 
culture has been displaced by one of alienation, 
distrust, and technology. Guardini asserts that 
humans “no longer find a home in” the world 
that they once viewed as part of their very be-
ing.60 Essentially, science and technology have 
become so superior to natural forces that hu-
mans ravage nature freely, as a thing separate 
and for their taking rather than as a part of them-
selves.61 According to Guardini, this alienation 
and subsequent exploitation can only have two 
ends: either humans succeed in transforming 
their idealized “mastery into good” or humanity 
itself fails.62 Therefore, a renewed understanding 
of the uniqueness of human capacity to protect 
and promote goodness is the exact conversion of 
mastery into balance that Francis pursues.

While our current domination-oriented an-
thropocentric ethic is harmful to both the earth 
and the poor, Francis sees a correct anthropocen-
trism as the better guide. “Human beings cannot 
be expected to feel responsibility for the world 
unless at the same time, their unique capacities 
of knowledge, will, freedom and responsibility 
are recognized and valued,” Francis argues.63 
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A necessary condition for ecological action is 
some sort of anthropocentrism, due to the in-
terconnectedness between people and the envi-
ronment—there cannot be “ecology without an 
adequate anthropology.”64 Yet technocracy has 
worked to eliminate the intrinsic value of any 
lesser beings by favoring only the best mecha-
nisms of progress, which turns out to be tech-
nology itself. Coupled with a different sort of 
anthropocentrism that separates the environ-
ment and the human, technocracy transforms 
the environment into a thing that can be ma-
nipulated, inadvertently causing harm to people 
rather than recognizing their intertwined, intrin-
sic value. To reaffirm stewardship over the earth, 
we must reaffirm our benevolent control over 
social and environmental outcomes. With such 
a shift, immaterial and uncontrollable force will 
no longer create the “collateral damage” that 
Francis cites as environmental degradation and 
subsequent aggravation of poverty.65 He says, 
“technology severed from ethics will not easily 
be able to limit its own power,” thus affirming 
a position of stewardship that should be under-
stood as a global moral revival.66

Toward a Civilization of Love?
The way forward, according to the pope, rests 
on national and international dialogue, ecologi-
cal education, and renewed spirituality. Fran-
cis continues to promote the global view of the 
post-Vatican II Church, lamenting the lack of 
“awareness of our common origin, of our mu-
tual belonging, and of a future to be shared 
with everyone.”67 At the heart of the moral re-
vival necessary to address the crisis of climate 
change lies a recommitment to a “civilization 
of love,” resplendent affection for society, and 
determined dedication to the realization of the 
common good.68 For Francis, “if humanity loses 
its compass” along with its sense of genuine af-
finity for all creatures on Earth, no technology 
in the world will be able to solve the impending 
crisis.69 To address the root of the problem is to 
address not only the technology of technocracy, 
but also its corrosive effect on human fraternity. 

In terms of practicing what he preaches, 
Francis excels. In collaboration with The Grand 
Imam of Al-Azhar Ahmad Al-Tayyeb, a leader of 
Sunni Islam, Francis released “A Document on 
Human Fraternity for World Peace and Living 
Together.” While addressing an amalgamation 
of prominent world issues from terrorism to at-
tacks on women’s rights, Francis and Al-Tayyeb 
draw attention to “environmental decay and the 
moral and cultural decline that the world is pres-
ently experiencing.”70 The document reflects the 
same civilization of love Francis details in Lau-
dato si, a hopeful note for interfaith and interna-
tional cooperation led by leading figures of the 
world’s two largest religions. 

Yet the world today, with booming nation-
alism and heightened political tensions, seems 
to need a token of hope desperately. The pros-
pects for Francis’ civilization of love appear 
dim, though documents like Laudato si may have 
power to change our near-disastrous reality. 
Across the world, doors are closing rather than 
opening, and our common home is currently un-
der construction with new walls that are creating 
clearer divisions. Divisive rhetoric, especially in 
countries who have been historically hailed as 
protectors of human rights, stands as a threat 
to the stability of the entire globe.71 While some 
predict a clash of civilizations,72 and others the 
end of history,73 Pope Francis offers his own fra-
ternal future, a civilization of love in which the 
environment is a central object of our concern 
and the recipient of our care. For the pope, peace 
must be sought in a “shade of green”—without 
it, there will be no peace at all.74 In the midst of 
a climate crisis predicted to displace approxi-
mately 200 million people, it seems increasingly 
clear that the Pope has made the right predic-
tion.75 Unfortunately, considering the divisive 
movements of the past two decades, it may be 
the case that there is only more strife waiting 
ahead.

Grace Chrisholm is a junior in the Georgetown Col-
lege of Arts & Sciences studying Government .



70   |  Utraque Unum—Spring 2020 & Spring 2021

THE PARLOR

T he Merchant of Venice is set in a world 
characterized by women having little 
to no autonomy at the social and eco-

nomic levels. This dominant patriarchal ideology 
is evidenced by Portia’s father’s ability to control 
her marriage from beyond the grave. The ines-
capability of these cultural attitudes is no secret 
to Portia, who, as a learned and intelligent indi-
vidual, desires to free herself from the frustrating 
binds of misogyny. Constrained by her inability 
to exercise autonomy, Portia knows she cannot 
openly express her dissent for fear of social ostra-
cization. However, she is able to slyly establish 
herself as a figure to whom the male characters 
are used to giving deference, thereby slightly 
subverting audience expectations while still 
maintaining social norms. Despite her gender, 
Portia manages to gain autonomy and control 
over her situation by using subtle linguistic play 
and subversive symbolism to reconfigure her 
husband’s conceptions of social norms, thus con-
verting her intelligence into power. Though her 
father had devised a system in which her spouse 
will be chosen for her, Portia manages to exert 
some limited control over the situation through 
linguistic subtlety. This indicated that, even be-
fore her betrothal, she would not sit back and let 
her desires be curbed by a patriarchal society. 

While there is little she could do except hope 
that an unsuitable suitor will choose the incor-
rect casket, she does find a way to influence the 
decision of a potential spouse whom she deems 
worthy. Portia’s strategy is threefold. First, in 
her opening address of Act III Scene 2, she im-
plores Bassanio to “tarry. Pause a day or two / 

Before you hazard, for in choosing wrong / I lose 
your company.”1 The use of the verb ‘hazard’ 
stands out because it is the same striking verb 
that appears on the leaden casket’s inscription, 
which reads “‘Who chooseth me must give and 
hazard all he hath.’”2 Portia hopes this clue gives 
Bassanio some indication of the correct choice, 
while she also informs him that she desires his 
company. The clue is not obvious by any means, 
but it could not be, for Portia admits, “I could 
teach you / How to choose right, but then I am 
forsworn. / So will I never be.”3 Clearly Portia 
has some regard for maintaining pretenses, or 
else she would not be concerned with becoming 
forsworn. This reiterates her understanding of 
broader societal forces and how it may be bet-
ter to play by the rules, or at least to appear to. 
Though she cannot explicitly instruct Bassanio 
on how to choose correctly, she can use her lin-
guistic prowess to create a situation which al-
lows him to make a better guess.

Portia’s hints do not end with the mere men-
tion of a recurring verb, as the most overt clues 
lie within the song she sings immediately prior 
to Bassanio’s choice: 

Tell me where is fancy bred, 
Or in the heart or in the head? 
How begot, how nourishèd? 
Reply, reply. 
Is it engenderèd in the eyes, 
With gazing fed and fancy dies 
In the cradle where it lies. 
Let us all ring fancy’s knell, 
I’ll begin it — Ding, dong, bell.4 

Gender and Autonomy in 
The Merchant of Venice

Henry Groseclose
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This somber song sends Bassanio into his hour 
of reckoning on a bit of an ominous note, per-
haps warning him to be wary in his judgement. 
Additionally, Professor Emeritus of Literature 
and Art History at the University of California, 
Santa Cruz, Harry Berger Jr., suggests that Por-
tia’s song “contains a clue that Bassanio clearly 
picks up: fancy is ‘engendered in the eyes, with 
gazing fed.’ [Bassanio] fully agrees: ‘So may the 
outward shows be least themselves; the world 
is still deceived with ornament.’”5 Through Por-
tia’s guidance, Bassanio realizes that the caskets 
with beautiful exteriors were traps. 

The final way in which Portia clues Bassanio 
into the leaden casket’s superiority, as Berger 
points out, is by rhyming the first three lines of 
her song with lead.6 Whether or not Bassanio ac-
tively realizes this is uncertain, it is possible that 
the repetition produced a subconscious prefer-
ence toward the casket of lead. This was another 
way that Portia tried to devise more agency over 
her prospective marriage. Berger also finds it 
“notable that no lyrics were provided for Mo-
rocco or Aragon while they were choosing,” fur-
ther indicating that Portia had a preference and 
acted upon it to ensure a desirable outcome to 
the best of her ability.7 Portia uses her shrewd 
linguistic prowess to full effect, thus showcasing 
her ability to employ her intelligence to influ-
ence her own situation. This allows her to gain 
some autonomy when her will was supposed to 
be determined by a patriarchal command.

Portia promotes her status significantly af-
ter she has been transferred from the hands of 
her father to Bassanio through the symbolic 
exchange of a marriage ring. After Bassanio 
chooses the correct casket, Portia delivers a 
monologue expressing her elation at his suc-
cess and her devotion to him. She exclaims that 
“Happiest of all is that her gentle spirit / Com-
mits itself to yours to be directed / As from her 
lord, her governor, her king. / Myself and what 
is mine to you and yours / Is now converted.”8 
Karen Newman, a professor of Comparative Lit-
erature and English at Brown University, posits 
an interesting perspective on Portia’s word play. 

She notes that Portia does not merely act as a joy-
ful wife to be, but “objectifies herself and thereby 
suppresses her own agency in bestowing herself 
upon Bassanio.”9 Not only does Portia’s attitude 
convey her objectification, but her double-enten-
dre reflects this as well as. Newman points out 
she “casts herself grammatically in the role of 
object ‘to be directed’; she and all she owns ‘is . . 
. converted’ to Bassanio by an unstated agent.”10 
Portia plays the role, as is expected, of the sub-
missive woman. She hands herself over to Bas-
sanio who is now to take his place as the head of 
the Belmont estate.

However, Portia’s word play is not done yet 
and the conclusion of her monologue cleverly 
subverts the sentiments expressed in its first 
half. She begins the final section of her declara-
tion of love with a moment of nostalgia, remi-
niscing “But now I was the lord / Of this fair 
mansion, master of my servants, / Queen o’er 
myself.”11 This brief intermission from her typi-
cal adoring tone allows Portia to consider the 
degree to which her situation has now changed, 
while simultaneously indexing her former po-
sition as “Queen o’er [her]self.” She appears to 
be implying that her former autonomous posi-
tion is no more, which is further implied when 
Portia quickly returns to her previous submis-
siveness by stating, “And even now, but now, / 
This house, these servants, and this same myself 
/ Are yours, my lord’s.”12 Although Portia seems 
to be giving herself away when she concludes “I 
give them with this ring, / Which when you part 
from, lose, or give away, / Let it presage the ruin 
of your love / And be my vantage to exclaim on 
you.”13 Before Bassanio receives Portia’s wealth 
in its entirety, Portia ties her love, her estate, 
and her subservience to the ring with this final 
statement. 

The ring is not only a symbol of their mar-
riage and mutual affection, but becomes em-
blematic of Portia’s lack of autonomy in marital 
decisions. Portia’s self-objectification takes on 
new meaning as she objectifies herself through 
the literal object of a ring. She is tied to Bassa-
nio as an object, or possession, for as long as he 
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maintains control of the physical manifestation 
of her objectification. While it was societally as-
sumed that Portia would possess little autonomy 
with regards to these sorts of affairs, her express 
warning of Bassanio against losing touch with 
the ring foreshadows a malleable balance of do-
mestic power and implies that the traditional 
marital hierarchy may not stand for long.

When Portia, disguised as Balthasar, con-
vinces Bassanio to give her the ring, their power 
dynamic is irreparably altered, as Portia con-
solidates her foothold in the homosocial realm. 
Bassanio appears to have forgotten amid the 
whirlwind events of the trial that the ring was 
a symbol of Portia’s objectification. By hand-
ing it to her, and especially by handing it to her 
when she is disguised as a man, he figuratively 
transfers her agency, lost by birth and dimin-
ished through marriage, back to her. Portia is not 
threatened by the homosocial bond forged be-
tween Antonio and Bassanio and, in fact, uses it 
to her advantage. While Berger suggests Portia’s 
aim is to prove herself more capable than Anto-
nio14 Portia does not seem, as Berger maintains, 
to be at war with Antonio for Bassanio’s heart, 
nor is she making an active effort to embarrass 
him.15 Portia instead uses her knowledge of her 
husband’s homosocial obligations as an oppor-
tunity to seize back some agency. Antonio is not 
Portia’s “competitor in noble deeds” but another 
moving piece in her complex strategy.16 For Por-
tia, Antonio is fundamentally tied to the world 
of homosocial obligations that she uses to ad-
vance her overall aim of recovering autonomy. 

Portia has already displayed her ability to 
fit into this exclusive world, taking on a new 
identity through her engagement in economic 
positions usually reserved for men. She will-
ingly offers her support in alleviating Antonio’s 
bond, readily exclaiming, “What, no more? / 
Pay him six thousand, and deface the bond; 
/ Double six thousand, and then treble that, / 
Before a friend of this description / Shall lose a 
hair through Bassanio’s fault.”17 Through this 
outburst, Portia displays her adeptness at fitting 
into the male ideology. She shows a willingness 

to flex and spend exorbitant sums of money—
a pursuit usually reserved for men—while also 
reaffirming her devotion and obligation to Bas-
sanio. As Susan Oldrieve, professor of English 
at Baldwin Wallace University, puts it: “Por-
tia becomes ‘one of the boys’ even before she 
takes on her disguise as a male to defend her 
new group of friends from an outside threat.”18 
Portia displays an acute ability to understand 
and insert herself into the homosocial world, 
though she does not do this to counter any ad-
vances made by Antonio. Instead, she is merely 
displaying her comprehension of the activities 
of men, while simultaneously acting as a model 
wife—concerned as she is for the well-being of 
her husband and his friends—thereby foreshad-
owing the ease at which she will take advantage 
of these obligations later in the play. She is in-
dicating that wifely duties, economic activity, 
and autonomy may not be mutually exclusive, 
and does not appear to be concerned with any 
encroachment made by Antonio. Portia is aware 
that she and Antonio occupy separate spheres of 
Bassanio’s life, and while Antonio could never 
act as a wife, Portia is able to act effectively as a 
homosocial agent. Antonio is merely playing the 
game while Portia is pulling the strings. 

Portia cleverly utilizes Bassanio’s debt to 
Antonio when she requests the ring from Bas-
sanio for her services in the trial. After initial re-
sistance from Bassanio, Antonio, as anticipated, 
begs “My lord Bassanio, let him have the ring. / 
Let his deservings and my love withal / Be val-
ued ‘gainst your wife’s commandement.”19 Bas-
sanio’s response affirms his expected sense of 
obligation to the homosocial sphere, adhering to 
Antonio’s request and hastily urging Gratiano to 
“run and overtake him; / Give him the ring.”20 
Paradoxically by affirming the superiority of 
his homosocial relationship, Bassanio seems, as 
Newman asserts, “to lose the male privileges the 
exchange of women and the rings ensured.”21 
Indeed, not only does Portia engage in more 
typically masculine pursuits, but Bassanio in 
the final scenes of the play becomes stereotypi-
cally female by taking on a more submissive and 
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reactionary role. This gender swap, a common 
trope throughout Shakespeare’s plays, serves to 
upset traditional balances of power, especially 
considering how successful Portia is at playing 
the masculine role.

Portia does not forget that Bassanio’s loss 
of the ring gives her license to “exclaim upon 
him,”22 and uses this strategic advantage to out-
wit Bassanio and gain metaphorical autonomy. 
Following a series of bumbling excuses from 
Bassanio after it is revealed that he has lost the 
ring, Portia, linguistically clever as ever, mimics 
Bassanio’s style and retorts, “If you had known 
the virtue of the ring, / Or half her worthiness 
who gave the ring, / Or your own honor to con-
tain the ring, / You would not then have parted 
with the ring.”23 Key in this barbed reply is Por-
tia’s primary emphasis on the virtue of the ring, 
alluding to its metaphorical power, followed by 
references to her own worthiness and Bassanio's 
honor. She may be exposing Bassanio’s lack of 
adeptness in interpreting the deeper meaning 
contained within the ring, now informing him 
that his mistake transcends a wife’s anger. 

Rather than explicitly informing Bassanio 
that she now has license to explore and exer-
cise her autonomy, she toys with him, claiming 
“I had it of him. Pardon me, Bassanio, / For by 
this ring the doctor lay with me.”24 By jesting 
of infidelity, another pursuit typically reserved 
for men, Portia displays a further ability to flow 
seamlessly between homosocial and feminine 
roles. This duality of character implicitly sug-
gests that she cannot and will not be oppressed 
by her marriage, nor will Bassanio ever be able 
to outmaneuver her with homosocial ploys. She 
expresses her ability not only to integrate herself 
into Bassanio’s social dynamic, but to engage in 
it even more effectively than he is able to, ren-
dering his one advantage over her obsolete. She 
does not tell him that she is not an object to be 
controlled, but shows him that control over her 
would be impossible. Furthermore, by exposing 
her role as the same doctor of laws that won the 
trial and saved Antonio, Portia indicates that 
her marriage, and supposed subjugation, has 

not dampened her agency, nor will it in the fu-
ture. Having literally saved Antonio’s flesh, to 
whom Bassanio is now indebted, she heightens 
her marital power to an even greater degree. The 
ring, which was once ostensibly a powerful force 
binding Portia to Bassanio by virtue of Portia’s 
own monologue, has been stripped of its ability 
to command respect. Bassanio freely giving the 
ring back to Portia also represented a transfer of 
autonomy back to Portia. After being further de-
based through the threat of extramarital sexual 
play, the ring’s metaphorical destruction finally 
renders the traditional gendered marital distinc-
tions of power as completely obsolete.

Portia’s use of mercy to indebt others plays an 
integral role in Portia’s rebirth as an agent as well 
as in the destruction of the ring’s bind over her, 
even if that mercy arises from scenarios which 
she artificially creates. Portia ensures that the 
male characters of the play are well acquainted 
with the virtue of mercy, imploring Shylock dur-
ing the trial to see that “the quality of mercy is 
not strained. / It droppeth as the gentle rain from 
heaven / Upon the place beneath.”25 The use of 
the simile reminds her audience that mercy is fa-
vored by God, both accentuating the villainous 
nature of Shylock and freshly establishing mer-
cy’s goodness in Bassanio’s mind. Furthermore, 
Portia is well-aware that mercy “is twice blest: / 
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.”26 
Portia, in creating a situation in which she is able 
to offer her forgiveness and mercy, essentially 
blesses herself. Her actions have a cascading effect 
which allows her to doubly promote her value in 
the eyes of Bassanio and level out the gender di-
vide. She first indebts Antonio, and by extension 
Bassanio, to her through her victory in the trial. 
She then uses her vaulted position to claim the 
ring as repayment of this debt, thus indebting her 
husband to her twice through a singular action. 
By forgiving both Antonio’s invaluable debt to 
her and her husband’s mistake of freely giving 
away the ring, Portia twice absolves the issues of 
her husband through her mercy, cementing both 
her authority as a figure of power and her good-
ness as an ideal woman. Through the mercurial 
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symbolism of the ring Bassanio may come to re-
alize that these two values are not as incompat-
ible as was widely believed. Mercy, in this case, 
truly is twice blest. 

Portia further strengthens her claim over Bas-
sanio by mimicking her advice given to Shylock 
during the trial, thereby increasing the force of 
her claim as the men had already established 
their faith in the wisdom of the learned judge. 
Portia, in the trial, draws a clear contrast be-
tween mercy and stark justice: “Though justice 
be thy plea, consider this, / That in the course 
of justice none of us / Should see salvation. We 
do pray for mercy, / And that same prayer doth 
teach us all to render / The deeds of mercy.”27 
By alluding to the strict social hierarchy that has 
kept women at bay for centuries, Portia reaffirms 
certain Christian values that seem to support 
her position. She advises offering both mercy 
and understanding, while also acting upon her 
own advice by forgiving the debts of Bassanio. 
Any good Christian in Bassanio’s position can-
not help but be persuaded that occasional indul-
gences in forgiveness, tolerance, and acceptance 
can have their benefits, and that these virtues 
also apply to women.

Through her linguistic cleverness and cre-
ation of symbolic freedom, Portia seizes and acts 
upon her autonomy in decision making, thus 
exhibiting to Bassanio that she really holds the 
power in the relationship. Portia also works to 

restructure Bassanio’s ideas about normative 
gender roles, implicitly arguing that many of 
his archaic notions on the proper behavior of 
women are not applicable in her case. Easier 
shown than said, Portia’s only promising option 
is to demonstrate that she deserves to be taken 
seriously as a rational agent. She performs this 
by manipulating male characters and verbally 
and physically playing the role of a male. Thus, 
by using her intelligence, Portia creates power 
for herself from a place where she originally had 
none. 

It is possible, given such a reading, that 
Shakespeare agreed with more modern sensi-
bilities regarding gender roles. Cognizant of his 
audience, Shakespeare likely knew that explic-
itly arguing for the equality of women would be 
unpopular, thus he finds a way to follow Portia’s 
lead: he subtly alters audience preconceptions of 
the ideal woman to one who was more economi-
cally and socially active, while also providing a 
template for women to follow in order to achieve 
more autonomy. Such a meta-interpretation may 
prove difficult to confirm, but with a figure sus-
ceptible to ambiguous didacticism such as The 
Immortal Bard, the theatrics of The Merchant of 
Venice may have been designed with progressive 
perceptions in mind.

Henry Groseclose is a sophomore in the Georgetown 
College of Arts & Sciences studying Government .
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THE PARLOR

I n 1892 in Battleboro, Vermont, Rudyard 
Kipling wrote to fellow Englishman and 
Victorian poet William Ernest Henley and 

described his invigorating new lifestyle in the 
New England outdoors. “If you saw this life of 
ours and didn’t happen to know your geogra-
phy, it would be Africa, or Australia or another 
planet,” he wrote, “I have what I need. Sunshine 
and a mind at ease, peace and my own time for 
my own work and the real earth within the reach 
of my hand.”1 Kipling had traveled to the United 
States by way of Japan three years earlier, and 
was settled in a cottage on the woodsy outskirts 
of a small southeastern Vermont town. It was 
here that he would conceive of and compose one 
of his best-known texts, The Jungle Book, along 
with The Second Jungle Book, published in 1894 
and 1895, respectively. With accounts of wolves, 
elephants, seals, monkeys, and more, these 
two collections drew on Kipling’s experiences 
as an inhabitant of India and an avid traveler. 
Yet while these “Noah’s Ark tales,” as Kipling 
fondly termed them, are set in jungles and is-
lands on the opposite side of the world, they 
are distinctly colored by the author’s four years 
of living in Vermont. Though few connections 
have been drawn between The Jungle Books and 
Kipling’s time in Brattleboro, an ecologically- 
minded reading of the stories reveals how his 
writing had been influenced by his nature-ori-
ented lifestyle in Vermont. The Jungle Books can 
thus be re-described as ecological texts, gener-
ated in part by Kipling’s intimately localized un-
derstanding of man’s place in nature. 

Kipling’s arrival in Vermont in 1892 was 
borne more of tragic circumstance than of any 
acute desire to settle in the northeastern United 
States. In January of that year, Kipling hurriedly 
married Carrie Balestier, the sister of his recently 
deceased literary agent, and the couple set off 
on their honeymoon in Japan.2 Before they ar-
rived in Yokohama, however, the newlyweds 
stopped briefly in Brattleboro, where a brother 
of Carrie’s sold them a few acres of land for a 
potential vacation home.3 This impulsive pur-
chase would ultimately save the Kiplings as two 
months later, Kipling would go bankrupt while 
living in Japan during the economic disaster of 
1892.4 Without any funds at their disposal, the 
writer and his wife were forced to retreat to the 
hills of Vermont. Kipling, however, looked upon 
the compulsory flight with favor considering the 
circumstances. In his new pastoral environment, 
he found “time, light, and quiet—three things 
that are hard to come by in London.”5 

In his earliest letters sent from Brattleboro to 
friends and publishers, Kipling emphasized to 
his correspondents his intense appreciation for 
this environment. He writes to Henley about his 
new home, “The sun and the air and the light 
are good in this place and have made me healthy 
as I never was in my life... It’s three miles from 
anywhere and wondrous[ly] self-contained.”6 
He repeatedly emphasized the clarity of air that 
he enjoyed in Vermont, appreciating the fact that 
Brattleboro had evaded industrialization’s envi-
ronmental consequences as cities elsewhere in 
America and England had not. In a note to his 

“The real earth within the 
reach of my hand”
Vermont’s Imprint on Kipling’s Animal Tales

Katie Sargent
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aunt living in London, a city he inhabited for 
most of his young adult life, he remarks on the 
particularly awful bout of London fog he was 
avoiding: “At present when I read of the week of 
black fog I rejoice in our diamond clear weather 
and sunshine up here.”7 

Kipling’s profuse correspondence reveals 
his deep knowledge of the climatological differ-
ences between his former and current residences. 
He frequently commented on the effects of the 
weather on his physical and mental health, in-
dicating his awareness of the way that environ-
mental systems operate on humans. The author 
delighted in the bright Vermont climate, reveling 
in the productivity that he began to enjoy as a 
result of the natural light. “The special beauty of 
the weather is that one can work largely, longly 
and continuously,” he said, “and the burden of 
the work evaporates in the sunshine so that a 
man can do much and yet not feel that he is do-
ing anything.”8 In this refreshed state of mind, 
Kipling began work on his latest project, the col-
lection of stories that would become The Jungle 
Book. Shortly after celebrating the new year of 
1893, Kipling wrote that he had “struck a vein of 
animal yarns that is leading [him] further afield 
than [he] thought,”9 and amongst these yarns 
is one particular “wolf tale,” such as those he 
heard of while living in Bombay.10

Though the subject matter of The Jungle Books 
arises primarily from the physical environment 
and culture of India where Kipling spent much 
of his life, the books are composed with an inten-
sity of consideration for the natural world that 
aligned with Kipling’s experiences in all climes 
and, perhaps, especially from his location where 
he was writing them. The first story in the col-
lection, “Mowgli’s Brothers,” tells the story of a 
boy taken in by a pack of wolves, and then cared 
for and educated by a bear named Baloo and a 
panther named Bagheera within the jungles of 
India. The boy, who is called Mowgli, or Little 
Frog, has many adventures as he learns the Law 
of the Jungle and interacts with its inhabitants. 
The story culminates with his victory over Shere 
Khan, a tiger who has vowed to kill him, and 
then ends with Mowgli’s ultimate decision to 

remain in the jungle rather than return to the 
village of his birth. Though many will choose to 
read this story (along with other Kipling tales) 
as an allegorical tale in which the animals that 
populate its pages act as stand-ins for humans, 
this analysis fundamentally misunderstands 
Kipling’s intent. 

As Laura Stevenson argues in “Mowgli and 
His Stories: Versions of the Pastoral,” the so-
phisticated and disciplined system that Kipling 
imposes on the jungle is not an analogous repre-
sentation of human society—it is an alternative 
to it. A pastoral story like The Jungle Book “seems 
to deal with absolutes, but it does not; each el-
ement defines itself only in opposition to the 
other.”11 This claim is made particularly vivid 
in one scene in “Mowgli’s Brothers," in which 
Mowgli is brought into contact with the Bandar-
log, or the Monkey-Folk. Though every animal is 
expected to follow Jungle Law, the monkeys do 
not; instead they “pretend to be men,” choosing 
to live in an abandoned Indian city rather than 
in the jungle itself.12 They are thus looked upon 
with disgust by the other animals, and Baloo, 
Mowlgi’s teacher, states bluntly that “their way 
is not our way.”13 Kipling makes it clear that the 
jungle does not value the monkeys’ mimicry of 
Man; that the way of Man is not congruous with 
the way of the jungle. Any attempt to foist hu-
man systems of knowledge and customs upon 
the animal world is discredited; animals have 
developed their own structures of existence, and 
they are to be upheld. By juxtaposing the society 
of man with the complex and intricate commu-
nity of the jungle, Kipling proposes a unique eco-
logical understanding of the world—or worlds. 
The entirety of The Jungle Book, after all, relies on 
the interaction between a single human—Mow-
gli—and the web of trees and beasts into which 
he enters. Kipling relies on this moment of in-
trusion to “present [two distinct worlds] side by 
side, so the presence of each affects the other.”14 
Thus, while the animals recognize the impacts 
of human life on their world—in the presence of 
a deserted temple, or the threat of white men’s 
guns—they continue to preserve the order they 
have created to serve their own purposes. The 
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world of man and that of nature are distinct, and 
yet in some fundamental way intertwined. 

The beginning of “Mowgli’s Brothers” is 
marked by an invocation of the Jungle Law, the 
rules by which every beast of the jungle is gov-
erned. Ironically, it is this law that protects the 
human boy when he is found within the confines 
of the forest: “The law of the Jungle, which never 
orders anything without a reason, forbids every 
beast to eat Man.”15 From the earliest pages of 
the story, Kipling emphasizes the logic and or-
derliness inherent to jungle life; the animals are 
conscious of the dangers of the human world 
that reside beyond the edges of their own, and 
the laws they have in place are defensive rather 
than offensive measures. “The reason the beasts 
give among themselves,” the narrator states, “is 
that Man is the weakest and most defenseless 
of all living things, and it is unsportsmanlike to 
touch him.”16 However, it is conceded that the 
“real reason” for sparing Man is that to do oth-
erwise would cause “the arrival of white men on 
elephants, with guns.”17 

This keen awareness of Man on the part of 
the animals runs throughout The Jungle Book, 
and reflects the converse level of appreciation 
that Kipling himself had for the natural world. 
In June 1893—during the composition of this 
collection—he described his habit of sitting “in 
woods; on streams” and keenly watching the 
interactions between birds and foxes for hours 
at a time.18 A week earlier, he had evidently 
been searching for information about Vermont’s 
avian population. During this time, he thanked a 
friend for “the information about the birds,” as 
there are “bewilderingly many here.”19 A month 
before that, he had written to Frances Theodora 
Dana, a popular American botanist, with the re-
quest that she send him a copy of her book How 
to Know the Wild Flowers, so that he might know 
“what and which the flowers in our woods, 
swamps, and pastures might be.”20 The rules of 
the Jungle are particular to the Jungle but influ-
enced by humans. Kipling’s life in Brattleboro 
was similarly occupied with distinctly human 
activities— watching birds for pleasure—but 

those activities were themselves deeply inter-
twined with the natural world. 

Kipling imbues the speaking beasts of The 
Jungle Book with the same cross-environmental 
consciousness that he himself possessed, popu-
lating the stories with animals that understood 
the ways of Man. For example, Akela, the Lone 
Wolf and leader of the pack that adopts young 
Mowgli “had fallen twice into a wolf trap in his 
youth... so he knew the manners and customs 
of men.”21 Equally, Bagheera, the Black Pan-
ther who takes it upon himself to advocate for 
Mowgli’s right to remain within the pack when 
he says that Mowgli “was born among men... in 
the cages of the king’s palace.”22 It is on these 
grounds that Bagheera speaks for Mowgli, as re-
quired by the Jungle Law, using a justification 
that mirrors exactly the “reason” for forbidding 
the killing of Man. Though Bagheera’s supposed 
reason to take in Mowgli is to protect him from 
the wrath of Shere Khan, his real reason is re-
vealed as he whispers “under his whiskers” that 
Mowgli will grow to become a man that can 
defeat the menacing tiger.23 Kipling’s insistence 
upon the competence and capacity of animals 
such as Bagheera—not as a double of Man, but 
as his counterpart—is a defining element of his 
Noah’s Ark tales. 

This point is made quite explicitly by the 
author himself in a letter to one of his Vermont 
neighbors late in the year of 1894. He remarks 
that “[w]hen a man is busy writing tales on the 
etiquette of jungle life he is apt to forget the eti-
quette of every day human existence,” and in-
deed “Mowgli’s Brothers” is imbued with an 
interest in a set of ethics separate from those that 
govern human life.24 Michael Smith deals with 
this idea of ethical diversity in “Letting In the 
Jungle,” in which he argues that “the ultimate 
hegemony of human self-interest” has demol-
ished much of the world’s jungles, and any hope 
for their preservation will have to be gleaned 
from a basis of a non-utilitarian morality that 
eschews anthropocentrism and takes into ac-
count the jungles’ side of the matter.25 Smith un-
derlines the “otherness” of Kipling’s jungle—its 
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system of laws, its view of Man, etc.—and the 
need for humanity not to recoil at this disparity, 
but to value it as an integral participant in the 
inter-relationships that define an environment.26 

This is a lesson that Mowgli himself must 
learn as he is rejected by the Pack for being 
too much a Man, and later rejected by his vil-
lage for being too much a Wolf. In “Red Dog,” 
a sequel to “Mowgli’s Brothers” found in The 
Second Jungle Book, this conflict is made more 
explicit: “‘Mowgli the Frog have I been,’ said he 
to himself; ‘Mowgli the Wolf have I said that I 
am. Now Mowgli the Ape must I be before I am 
Mowgli the Buck. At the end I shall be Mowgli 
the Man.’”27 The boy has continuously found 
himself assigned an identity by the people and 
animals around him, forcing him at times to re-
nounce one part of himself and then the other. 
When he is shunned by his village, some time 
after having been turned out of the jungle, he la-
ments, “‘Last time it was because I was a man. 
This time it is because I am a wolf.’”28 Progress-
ing through these crises of identity, Mowgli will 
eventually learn to reconcile both elements of his 
personhood, balancing the human and the natu-
ral in harmony. 

This question of identity, as man or as ani-
mal, is one with which Mowgli grapples for all 
of his young and adolescent life—until he can 
accept an analogical understanding of himself, 
he is tormented by it. In the final lines of “Mow-
gli’s Brothers,” the boy sends up a song of both 
joy and sorrow; he has succeeded in killing his 
enemy Shere Khan, but in doing so alone, he has 
confirmed his inability to fit in with the Pack. His 
song concludes with these lines:

These two things fit together in me as the 
snakes fight in the spring. 

The water comes out of my eyes; yet I laugh 
while it falls. 

Why? I am two Mowglis, but the hide of 
Shere Khan is under my feet... 

Ahae! My heart is heavy with the things I do 
not understand.29 

Mowgli’s words demonstrate the danger of 
falling prey to the restrictive notion that we must 
live strictly on one side of a sharp binary. He 
mourns his existence as “two Mowglis,” a creature 
that can communicate with both Man and beast, 
and is therefore cognizant of the trials of both. 

Kipling, however, upheld the idea that this 
dual burden of knowledge across man-nature 
boundaries could serve great purposes. “It’s 
worthwhile spending three winters in New 
England to be able to draw the full flavor out of 
your stories,” he claimed, noting that his newly 
arrived-at “inside standpoint” perspective is a 
reward for bearing the brunt of Vermont’s brutal 
weather.30 Mowgli is privy to this same “inside 
standpoint” as a boy who knows the language 
of animal and of human and therefore burdened 
with the way that the words of each intermingle 
in his mind. His responsibility, Kipling suggests, 
is that of an ecological ambassador, as one who 
intimately comprehends the operations of each 
of the worlds he inhabits, knowledge that can 
help bring about the betterment of both. We see 
this ambassadorial role most clearly when Mow-
gli kills Shere Khan at the climax of “Mowgli’s 
Brothers.” By this point in the story, Mowgli has 
been driven out of the jungle and is living now 
among men, herding buffalo. He hatches a plan 
to manipulate the herd into trampling Shere 
Khan to death, and it is through the combination 
of his knowledge of animals and their ways, and 
his aptness for the human role of herder that he 
is able to triumph over the tiger. None but the 
“two Mowglis” could have achieved this victory. 

If the character of Mowgli was developed 
as an envoy between man and animal, Kipling 
seemed to endeavor to be one in his own life as 
well. The author certainly seemed to feel such 
an ambassadorial responsibility, employing his 
writing as a tool in his efforts. Apart from the 
sense of civic duty that he adopted while living 
in Brattleboro—opposing the installment of an 
unsightly trolley line to preserve the beauty of 
the town—he also arguably engaged in a form 
of environmental activism.31 “Mowgli’s Broth-
ers” and “Red Dog” feature wolves as primary 
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characters, ones that exhibit fierce loyalty, cour-
age, and upstanding character. They are animals 
that follow the Jungle Law, defend the members 
of their Pack, and offer protection to those, like 
Mowgli, that are the most vulnerable. It could 
be argued that this characterization was an ef-
fort on Kipling’s part, if not to romanticize the 
animal, then to rehabilitate it. Beginning in 1777, 
the state had enacted a bounty on wolves; in just 
over twenty years, nearly six hundred animals 
had been exterminated.32 Demands on land for 
domesticated livestock, crops, and timber had 
encroached upon the wolves’ natural habitat, 
and as more New England farmers settled in 
Vermont, this “ecological imperialism” had dev-
astating effects on the state’s wolf population.33 
In his depiction of Kipling’s life in America, 
Christopher Benfey notes that, “Brattleboro 
played an important part in the exterminations 
of wolves,” succeeding in eradicating the animal 
from its woods by the mid nineteenth century.34 
While the physical impact of this destruction 
could not be undone by Kipling’s story about 
the high moral character of wolves like Mowgli’s 
Mother Wolf, he could at least work to reverse 
the stereotypes about the predators-turned-prey 
that had been formed in Vermonters’ minds. 

After all, if any one creature is responsible 
for welcoming Mowgli into the animal world, 
it is the she-wolf. When the infant Mowgli’s 
safety is first threatened by Shere Khan, Mother 
Wolf springs forward with striking possessive-
ness, calling that, “The man’s cub is mine, [Shere 
Khan]—mine to me!”35 Dreading the trouble the 
child will bring upon them, the members of her 
Pack oppose her passionately. Yet she remains 
adamant, invoking the Law as proof of Mowgli’s 
claim to the jungle. Her insistence on his right to 
be a part of the Pack marks her as the first among 
the animals to recognize Mowgli’s potential as 
the Man that is not quite Man. Kipling suggests 
that Mother Wolf is herself an ecological ambas-
sador, a shining example of that willingness to 
place trust in a creature unlike oneself; she is 
ultimately rewarded by Mowgli’s success in 
destroying Shere Khan. When Mowgli returns 

with the tiger’s hide, she notes, “‘I told him on 
that day, when he crammed his head and shoul-
ders into this cave… that the hunter would be 
the hunted.’”36 It is this special knowledge—an 
awareness of the potential for good in those 
whom others mistrust out of fear or ignorance—
that saves the jungle from its foremost danger. 
Mother Wolf both upholds Jungle Law and 
pushes it to its boundaries; Kipling seems to ad-
vocate for the bold compassion to think of those 
outside our own system while remaining true to 
the system we belong to. If one does so with the 
required confidence and judiciousness, one can 
gain much by interacting with those who belong 
to worlds beyond one’s own. 

These other worlds can interact with our own 
within particular bioregions, according to Keith 
Pezzol, since we all orbit a system of widening 
environmental circles. He argues that by iden-
tifying the nested system of scales that we in-
habit—from “ecoregions” to “morphoregions,” 
in his terms—we develop a nuanced and more 
thoughtful understanding of our place in the 
world.37 Kipling incorporated this way of seeing 
into his writing, recognizing that our worlds will 
expand exponentially once we stop to consider 
the various timescales our bioregions take on. 
The timescale of the animals Kipling so loved to 
observe in Vermont’s woods was not the same as 
the timescale of the trees they lived under, nor 
of the soil and rocks on which they scampered.

Kipling had a certain spiritual interest in this 
idea of the arrangement of time, influenced by 
his exposure to other faith systems, such as Bud-
dhism, during his travels. “The idea of beast-tales 
seems to me new in that it is a most ancient and 
long forgotten idea,” he wrote to a Unitarian min-
ister in early 1895.38 “The really fascinating tales 
are those that the Bodhisat tells of his previous in-
carnations…”39 Kipling’s fascination with the con-
cept of reincarnation works its way into his Jungle 
Book series, in which animals, despite the funda-
mental difference of the world they live in, speak 
and think with human-like minds—a mirroring 
of Kipling’s observation that the native hunters 
of India “think pretty much along the lines of an 
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animal’s brain.”40 His conviction that the line be-
tween man and animal is not such a distinct one 
was reinforced by his time in Vermont, where 
he observed men whose livelihood depended on 
animals, and where he himself relied on creatures 
like his sleigh-horse who knew much better than 
he how to traverse the ice and snow. 

This is not to say that cross-ecological con-
sciousness is always developed, or that these 
blurred boundaries are always recognized as 
blurred. In “Red Dog,” Mowgli returns to the 
deserted city which the Bandar-log inhabited, 
and looks upon the jungle’s efforts to reclaim the 
space its man-made temples have filled. Kaa, a 
cunning snake, examines it too, saying, “‘Yon-
der are roots of the great trees tearing the stones 
apart. Trees and men do not grow together.’”41 
The White Cobra, another snake, is moved to 
anger by this physical reminder of Man’s pres-
ence in the jungle, and responds with, “Earth 
has no treasure like to [these trees]. Man with 
the snake’s tongue, if thou canst go alive by the 
way thou hast entered it, the lesser Kings will be 
thy servants!”42 Much of “Red Dog” is concerned 
with the more violent aspects of human interac-
tion with animals, as Mowgli is exposed to the 
way his native people have subjected animals 
to “Man’s Law”: driving stakes into elephants’ 
heads, spilling blood wherever they go.43 In re-
sponse, Mowgli vows in song to bring human 
civilization to its end: “I will let loose against 
you the fleet-footed vines—I call in the Jungle 
to stamp out your lines!”—and for this he is 
crowned Master of the Jungle.44 And yet the tale 
ends with Mowgli’s eventual return to the vil-
lage, and it is clear that this will be his home for 
the rest of his days. Mowgli is cognizant of the 
split in his identity, admitting, “By night and by 
day I hear a double step upon my trail,” and ac-
cepts that he may never be content wherever he 
chooses to live.45 However, he has learned that 
his place is among Man, where he can educate 
the villagers in the ways of the Jungle. Kipling’s 
depiction of maturity is rooted in Mowgli’s deci-
sion to part from his sacred home of streams and 
vines, and plant himself in a new world, where 

his past experiences will help him bring recon-
ciliation between two disparate ecosystems. No-
tably, he is sent on his way to the village blessed 
with the power of the Jungle: “Red Dog” ends 
with a song sung by Baloo, Bagheera, Kaa, and 
the Pack: “Jungle-Favor go with thee!”46 

The stories that follow the adventures of 
Mowgli’s two-natured life were written at a time 
that Rudyard Kipling himself grappled with the 
issue of his own belonging. In Vermont, he found 
a home that mirrored much of his way of life in 
India. After all, he named the house that he built 
in Brattleboro “Naulakha,” an Indian phrase 
that refers to a bejeweled necklace belonging to 
an Indian king.47 His conflation of Vermont with 
India relied in many ways upon the state’s great 
natural beauty, as well as its people’s insistence 
on the benefits of a life spent mostly outdoors. 
“Mowgli’s Brothers” and “Red Dog” promote 
this mentality, as Mowgli finds a meaningful life 
in the Jungle—where tree and man can grow to-
gether. Kipling certainly sees a vitality in nature 
that can benefit humans along with animals: 
“That is Life,” he wrote late in 1892, in reference 
to the experiences he has had in his new home.48 
Like Mowgli swinging from the branches of trees 
with Baloo, or running along the ground with 
his wolf brothers, Kipling found Vermont to be 
a “life where one sings and shouts for joy of be-
ing alive.”49 His belief in the benefits of interacting 
with ecosystems that exist outside the man-made 
world—whether the snowy woods of New Eng-
land or the humid forests of India—is central to 
The Jungle Books, where even Mowgli matures 
enough to admit that he can do more for his 
animal friends by living as a man again. Though 
Kipling would depart from Vermont in 1896, and 
return to civilized life in the city just as Mowgli 
does, he would hold these years close to his heart, 
remembering that, “There is a resting time pro-
vided and when friend meets friend we do not 
any longer vex our souls under the trees.”50

Katie Sargent studied English and Theology in the 
Georgetown College of Arts & Sciences . She gradu-
ated in 2020 .
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T he playwright J.M. Synge and poet 
W.B. Yeats shared many common 
traits; they were Protestants in major-

ity-Catholic Ireland, associated themselves with 
Irish nationalism and its political aims, and gen-
erated works controversial for their treatment 
of gender and sexuality. This controversy arose 
in response to several factors, particularly Ire-
land’s status as a colonized and largely Catholic 
nation. As Irish studies scholar Susan Cannon 
Harris notes, “[D]ependence, submissiveness, 
passivity, self-denial and reluctance to use vio-
lence are constructed in most Western belief 
systems as feminine traits,” and as a result, “the 
feminization of the indigenous people is one of 
the more common tactics deployed by impe-
rial discourse.”1 The late-nineteenth-century 
imperial narrative of associating Irishness with 
femininity spurred overcorrection in response. 
This resulted in hyper-masculine and hyper-
feminine gender expression was subsequently 
prioritized. Coupled with a culture already 
steeped in Catholic tradition and expectation, 
the place of women as guarantors of pure Irish 
lineage and simultaneous emulators of the Vir-
gin Mary located them at an acceptable public 
nexus between religion and sexuality. Any de-
fiance of those expectations or acceptable roles 
was a transgression not just against the Church 
and Ireland as a nation, but both concurrently. 
Thus, Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World 
(1907) and Yeats’ “No Second Troy” (1916) and 
“Leda and the Swan” (1923) were all contentious 
for their shared focus on apparent affronts to 

gender and sexuality norms. Playboy and “Leda 
and the Swan” also broach the topic of female 
erotic fantasy, a fact that raises questions about 
the extent to which these works can be viewed as 
“progressive” in light of their male authorship. 
Ultimately, Synge and Yeats differ in the effects 
of their work: though Yeats depicts powerful 
women and unconcealed sexuality, he problem-
atizes transgressive femininity and reinforces 
patriarchal convention. Meanwhile, Synge, de-
spite being Yeats’ contemporary and sometime 
collaborator, offers a more progressive view of 
the unconventional Irish woman. 

In Synge’s Playboy, the character of Pegeen 
Mike openly defies traditional expectations of 
Irish femininity. Pegeen is a barmaid in County 
Mayo, and she works in her father Michael’s 
tavern. Christy Mahon lurches into this tavern 
one fateful day and informs all present he is on 
the run from the police. Pegeen quickly interro-
gates Christy, calling into question the veracity 
of this claim when he refuses to name the crime 
he committed. When Christy rejoins by accusing 
Pegeen of “not speaking the truth” (Act I, page 
13), she responds thus: 

Pegeen (in mock rage) .
Not speaking the truth, is it? Would you 
have me knock the head of you with the butt 
of the broom?

Christy (twisting round on her with a sharp cry 
of horror) . 
Don’t strike me.2 

Wild-Looking Fine Girls
Transgressive Irish Women and Female Fantasy 
in Yeats and Synge

Eleanor Ondeck
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Here, the gender constructs of the ideal na-
tional man and woman are inverted. Pegeen 
threatens to hurt Christy, hence associating 
herself with the definitively masculine traits 
of aggression and proclivity for violence, and 
Christy’s response aligns him with the typically 
feminine characteristic of submissiveness. Al-
though Pegeen and Christy’s relationship might 
appear to evolve significantly over the course 
of the play and eventually fulfill the prototypi-
cal roles for Irish men and women, as Pegeen 
falls in love with Christy, Pegeen maintains her 
transgressive violence throughout. Indeed, Pe-
geen “[breaks] out into wild lamentations” over 
losing “the only playboy of the Western World” 
upon Christy’s departure, a display of hysteria 
that would seem to solidly move her from un-
conventional to conventional woman.3 But, she 
still “[hits Shawn] a box on the ear” in response to 
Shawn, her original betrothed, telling her that 
Father Reilly can wed them after all.4 Pegeen 
maintains her masculine violence alongside the 
“wild lamentations,” thus asserting her contin-
ued defiance of gender norms and iteration of a 
more fluid identity. 

Yeats’ “No Second Troy,” his lament of un-
reciprocated affection, similarly features a fe-
male subject characterized as violent, though the 
poem’s starring woman is not afforded the same 
nuanced portrayal as Pegeen. Yeats’ transgres-
sive woman, identified only as “her” throughout 
the work, is Maud Gonne, with whom Yeats was 
in love with unrequitedly. Gonne was a promi-
nent Irish nationalist and feminist, and the latter 
identity informed much of her participation in 
the former organization; for example, the fre-
quently masculinist and patriarchal bent of Irish 
nationalism led Gonne to found a women’s as-
sociation, Inghinidhe na hEireann, for “all the girls 
who, like myself resented being excluded, as 
women, from National Organisations.”5 Yeats’ 
use of Gonne as a muse and recurrent associa-
tion of her with lyrics about Irish independence 
consequently rendered her a nationalist icon, 
even though his representation of Gonne did not 
necessarily promote or approve of her feminist 

ideology. In “No Second Troy,” Yeats likens 
Gonne to Homer’s Helen, but the Irish poet’s 
muse bears few substantive similarities to the 
woman of myth.6 Gonne’s beauty is “like a tight-
ened bow” threatening in its capacity for mas-
culine violence.7 She is “high and solitary and 
most stern,” descriptors that make the ultimate 
woman possessor of stereotypically masculine 
traits.8 The poem’s final line confirms Gonne’s 
status as simultaneous apex of desire and trans-
gressor of femininity; Yeats makes Gonne active 
in comparison to the largely passive Helen, as 
Troy is not burned for Gonne, but she herself 
burns it.9 

Yet Yeats’ depiction of Gonne as unconven-
tional does not necessarily imply his approval 
of such qualities. In fact, Yeats figures Gonne as 
destructive; Gonne’s transgressions do not make 
her a laudable nationalist icon, but rather a cata-
strophic threat to national stability and success 
(after all, Gonne razes Troy instead of saving it). 
This trend continues in Yeats’ later poem, “Leda 
and the Swan” (1923). This work similarly ref-
erences a mythological tale—in this case, Jove’s 
rape of Leda while in the form of a swan. The 
poem begins with “A sudden blow: the great 
wings beating still / Above the staggering girl, 
her thighs caressed.”10 These lyrics possess an 
immediate and dangerous connotative ambigu-
ity surrounding the presentation of rape. The 
girl is “staggering” and “helpless,”yet her thighs 
are being “caressed;” the brutality of rape is mit-
igated by the speaker with this word, and inap-
propriate male sexual dominance is glossed by 
the evocation of a gentle, loving touch.11 As the 
speaker continues, he asks, “How can those ter-
rified vague fingers push / The feathered glory 
from her loosening thighs?”12 Here, the speaker 
continues his equivocal treatment of rape, ini-
tially recognizing Leda’s helplessness and Jove’s 
total power but subsequently transitioning into 
a strange question of Leda’s capacity to resist. 
The anaphoric “how” stresses and amplifies the 
speaker’s indecision in terms of passing judg-
ment; Jove-as-swan’s phallus is figured as a 
“feathered glory,” majestic and distinct despite 
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its performance of bestial and brutal sexual con-
duct.13 Leda’s fingers are “terrified,” but only 
in a “vague” sense, and her thighs’ “loosening” 
implies erotic, carnal pleasure in spite of her 
terror.14 The speaker separates the female mind 
from body in these lines, covertly proposing Le-
da’s physical enjoyment of Jove’s rape and thus 
substantiating the regressive patriarchal concept 
of a female rape fantasy. 

The poem’s turn between the primary octave 
and subsequent sestet, “A shudder in the loins,” 
features Jove’s orgasm, a tactic that places the 
male sexual mechanics of climax in the poem’s 
own formal climax.15 Only at the poem’s close 
does the speaker seem to conclude that rape is 
negative, informing the reader that Jove’s “indif-
ferent beak” “let [Leda] drop,” a lyric that tells 
us he knows Leda’s body has been violated and 
disposed of.16 Still, the implication of female rape 
fantasy raises the question of possible masculin-
ist motives behind the narrative construction of 
such a story, as representation of the already 
imaginary historical event of Leda’s rape with 
connotative additions enters complex territory. 
Yeats published the poem in a very particular 
historical context, as Cullingford writes:  

After the establishment of the Irish Free 
State in 1922, the Catholic Church and the 
government cooperated to establish sexual 
purity as one of the essential markers of 
Irishness. This meant the refusal of divorce 
and contraception, the introduction of cen-
sorship, and the reinforcement of an already 
heavy Catholic emphasis on female virgin-
ity and chaste motherhood. Yeats was hos-
tile to this culture of sexual repression: his 
speech in favor of divorce grounded his an-
tagonism to the Catholic government’s poli-
cies in his identity as a Protestant.17

After Yeats published “Leda and the Swan” 
in a monthly newspaper, the Catholic Bulletin 
quickly identified both Yeats and his literary 
comrades as “the New Protestant Ascendancy…
[and] as ‘the Sewage School’ and the ‘Cloacal 

Combine.’”18 Although Yeats likely wrote the 
poem as a form of protest against repressive gen-
der and sexuality conventions, his work perhaps 
serves to reinforce those harmful patriarchal no-
tions in its ambiguous treatment of rape.

Meanwhile, Synge’s Playboy stages female 
sexuality and female fantasy in an arguably 
more feminist manner. In the play’s opening act, 
Widow Quin and Pegeen argue over Christy: 

Widow Quin 
...(She pulls Christy up .) 
There's great temptation in a man did slay 
his da, and we'd best be going, young fel-
low; so rise up and come with me.

Pegeen (seizing his arm) .
He'll not stir. He's pot-boy in this place, and 
I'll not have him stolen off and kidnapped 
while himself's abroad.19

Here, Pegeen and Widow Quin openly par-
ticipate in an active and possessive expression 
of desire. Through embodying and acting upon 
their sexual interest in Christy, both women defy 
stereotypes and expected female behavior. Im-
portantly, the scene features two distinct iden-
tities related to Irish nationalism and gender 
constructs. Widow Quin is a wife and mother, 
and Pegeen is a young, presumably fertile, en-
gaged “wild-looking but fine girl.”20 But, Widow 
Quin in no way fulfills the Irish and Catholic 
ideal mother based on the Virgin Mary; her sta-
tus has only intensified her sexuality rather than 
expelling it. Moreover, she has “buried her chil-
dren and destroyed her man,” simultaneously a 
mother and a murderer.21 She represents a failed 
Irish woman, and her overt sexuality does not 
figure comfortably within the framework Irish 
nationalism provides for feminine sexual ex-
pression. Meanwhile, Pegeen is the future of 
Ireland; her reproductive capacity, and specifi-
cally her reproduction with another Irish person, 
is what ensures a continuation of pure Irishness 
and a preservation of the country’s ancestry and 
culture. Her desire for Christy complicates this 
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path because she is engaged to Shawn, which 
also makes her impulse transgressive in a polyg-
amous sense. Furthermore, Christy is figured as 
an outsider character, someone not native to the 
town in which Pegeen resides. Her preference 
for a non-native man threatens the aims of Irish 
nationalism and its emphasis on cultural purity 
through insular breeding. 

Yet, as mentioned earlier, Pegeen is not made 
transgressive solely by her sexual desires. Her 
violence and assertive manner propose new 
modes of gender expression for women, and 
as Harris points out, “When Pegeen Mike and 
Christy imagine their future in The Playboy, their 
vision of life together never includes children.”22 
Pegeen is therefore not presented as a reproduc-
tive machine, but a woman with sexual urges 
that exist outside the realm of making children. 
This element of Synge’s play likely contributed 
to its audience’s outraged response. For exam-
ple, in one review, published on January 26, 1907 
in the Freeman’s Journal, declared:

A strong protest must, however, be entered 
against this unmitigated, protracted libel 
upon Irish peasant men, and worse still, 
upon Irish peasant girlhood. The blood 
boils at the indignation as one recalls the 
incidents, expressions, ideas of this squalid, 
offensive, production, incongruously styled 
comedy in three acts.23

Synge certainly utilizes hyperbole in his 
work, but that over-exaggeration is a common 
element of comedy and satire. The difficulty is 
that negative audience reception should not 
simply be classed as a facile reaction to Synge’s 
nuanced presentation of gender and sexual-
ity expression in a society generally repressive 
of such transgressions. The Irish audiences’ 
discomfort and rioting suggest that they were 
likely sensitive about their representation on 
stage. Furthermore, because Synge blurs the line 
between reality, hyperbole, exaggeration, and 
naturalism, viewers could probably not happily 
accept and support the intensity and radicalism 

of such a work. Declan Kiberd keenly observes 
that the audience “rejected a work which ap-
peared to satirize a drunken, amoral peasantry 
at a time when all patriotic dramatists of the 
National Theatre were expected to celebrate a 
sturdy people ready for the responsibilities of 
self-government.”24 The constellation of factors 
influencing audiences’ responses hence sug-
gests that viewers were not simply adhering to 
cultural and religious conventions (and subse-
quently hostile to more fluid performances of 
gender and sexuality), but rather indicates that 
those conventions were likely but one facet in-
forming such reactions. 

Still, Synge’s staging of female desire and 
transgressive gender expression offers a progres-
sive alternative to the traditionalist expectations 
of Irish nationalism in the case of gender and 
sexuality. Although Yeats similarly approaches 
defiance of such expectations in “No Second 
Troy” and “Leda and the Swan,” he fails to offer 
a depiction that lends support to the advance-
ment of more feminist principles. While women 
do not necessarily act the way they are expected 
or supposed to in these poems by Yeats, the im-
plications and connotations within the works 
are dangerously ambiguous. Synge manages 
to successfully engage in a nuanced portrait of 
transgressive women by insisting that his female 
characters are more than reproductive machines, 
and he does so without implying that their mo-
tivations and unconventional natures are ruin-
ous to Irish identity. The women in Playboy are 
included in Irish identity, invited into a space 
of belonging by embodiment and presence on-
stage, while Yeats’ women are interpreted and 
represented only by the lyrics of a male author. 
These results define the difference between 
the effects of Yeats and Synge’s transgressive 
women and depiction of female fantasies, thus 
providing a vital point of contrast between two 
ostensibly similar Irish writers.

Eleanor Ondeck studied English and Music in the 
Georgetown College of Arts & Sciences . She gradu-
ated in 2021 .
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I n 1947, the DuMont Television Network 
broadcasted Mary Kay and Johnny, a show 
comprised of short light-hearted plotlines, 

a multi-camera setup, and a live studio audience. 
The show emerged “as an outlet for post-World 
War II American families to redefine the idea of 
a nuclear family.”1 Mary Kay and Johnny marked 
the birth of one of television’s most notable 
genres: the situational comedy, or, the sitcom. 
Subsequently, hundreds of sitcoms have made 
their way into people’s living rooms and estab-
lished themselves as a fundamental element of 
the American television experience. Over the 
last seventy years, the sitcom has developed and 
trended in one direction: towards realism. This 
can be seen in contemporary America, where 
the narrative structure of the sitcom has been 
directly altered by television’s shift towards on-
line-streaming services. The Netflix original Bo-
jack Horseman best encapsulates these changes, 
conveys the necessity of realism in modern-day 
comedy, and helps explain the recent rise of 
binge-watching.

Due to the categorical nature of genres, they 
often fail to appreciate the unique intricacies that 
actually differentiate shows. However, there are 
several elements that constitute the majority of 
sitcoms. For example, every episode has a main 
plot (the A plot), and two subplots (the B & C 
plots). The three plots often work off each other 
and resolve themselves in twenty-two minute 
episodes. This short time-frame keeps the con-
flicts simple and resolvable. The traditional 
structure of sitcoms is so generalized that many 
screenwriting softwares actually have a “Sitcom 
Template” that takes into account the three-plot 
structure and timing of commercial breaks.

Narratively speaking, the sitcom is exactly 
what it is described as—a situational comedy. 
Each episode starts with the main character 
stating a goal or problem and, as viewers, we 
understand that these situations will be solved 
in a comedic fashion by the end of the twenty-
two minutes.2 It also is essential that “the situa-
tion end[s] largely where it began” and that the 
main protagonists remain static from episode to 

Bojack Horseman and the 
Sitcom
Existential Dread in the Age of Binge-Watching

Maxim Goohs

"Well, I don’t believe in endings. I think you can fall in love and get married and 
you can have a wonderful wedding, but then you still have to wake up the next 
morning and you’re still you. Like, you can have the worst day of your life, but then 
the next day won’t be the worst day of your life. And I think it works in a positive 
and a negative, that all these things that happen are moments in time. And that be-
cause of the narrative we’ve experienced, we’ve kind of internalized this idea that 
we’re working toward some great ending, and that if we put all our ducks in a row 
we’ll be rewarded, and everything will finally make sense." Raphael Bob Waksberg, 
creator of Bojack Horseman
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episode and season to season.3 Thus, the goal 
of every installment of a sitcom is to illustrate a 
comical situation that ultimately results in the 
preservation of the status quo.

In addition, there are several stylistic ele-
ments that can be found throughout the genre. 
Karl Freund, a cinematographer on I Love Lucy, 
argued that in order to bring out the best per-
formances, sitcoms should be filmed live in front 
of an audience.4 However, this meant the types 
of shots were limited and a crew could not uti-
lize more than a handful of set pieces. In order to 
solve these logistical issues, Freund created the 
three-camera setup and installed a fixed lighting 
system with lights throughout the set and cam-
era rigs5 As sitcoms stopped being filmed in front 
of live audiences, a laugh track was used instead 
“as a method of indicating where the humor was 
applied.”6 The multi-camera and fixed-lighting 
setup, limited use of set pieces, and strategically 
timed laugh track were trademarks of the sitcom 
for decades following Freund.

Therefore, the overarching feature of the sit-
com, in regards to both structure and aesthetic, 
is consistency. Due to the simplicity of conflict 
resolution, the lack of character development, 
and common stylistic elements, the sitcom pres-
ents an unattainable and highly idealized repre-
sentation of the world that acts as a “comforting 
twenty-two-minute interlude during which it 
feels like everybody knows your name and will 
be there for you.”7 This immutability helps pro-
mote comfort and distract the viewer from their 
own, flawed lives. By “sacrific[ing] everything 
for laughs,” sitcoms acted as unrealistic sources 
of escapism.8

Before diving into Bojack Horseman’s re-
jection of these generic sitcom elements, it is 
essential to understand how the industry has 
developed over the last forty years. Ever since 
the first sitcom Mary Kay and Johnny, the genre 
has been trending towards realism. In the 1980s, 
sitcoms continued to be based on “adorable fam-
ily misadventures where lessons are distinctly 
learned at the end of the day.”9 These shows 
were made mainly of “nuclear families” and 

promoted marriage as an “ever-present end 
game, and ideal.”10 In addition, they were fairly 
saccharine and avoided raunchy humor, instead 
opting for more family-friendly gags. Stylisti-
cally, these shows followed Freund’s guidelines, 
relying on a multi-camera setup, fixed lighting, 
and a laugh track. Some famous examples of 
1980s sitcoms include The Cosby Show, Cheers, 
and Family Ties.

As the sitcom moved into the 1990s, plots 
began to focus around singles “figuring out 
their crazy single lives.” Narratively, the sta-
tus quo was still preserved episode to episode 
and characters remained static. Although the 
nuclear family was still centerstage, ensemble 
casts began to become more popular. While sex 
and crassness were no longer considered “the 
enemy,” marriage was still highly promoted. 
Despite these minor shifts, these shows were sty-
listically very similar to their predecessors. One 
stylistic similarity is many had a limited num-
ber of set pieces; for example, the majority of 
Friends takes place in the characters’ apartments 
or in the nearby coffee house. Likewise, “laugh 
tracks were a must and catchphrases were still 
lingering.”11 Though many boundaries were be-
ing pushed, 90s sitcoms were tame compared to 
today’s standards. Some famous examples of sit-
coms from this decade include Roseanne, Seinfeld, 
and Married…With Children .

The 2000s saw some of the greatest stylistic 
and narrative changes to the genre. Sitcoms be-
gan to include “more ensembles consisting of 
bold personalities, more clusters of friends, and 
less families.”12 Many also continued to trend 
more risqué as TV-14 became more prevalent: 
characters were frequently having sex with each 
other outside of marriage and relationships were 
no longer strictly heterosexual. Narratively, 
characters began to undergo more development 
and you could watch characters grow season 
to season. For example, all five protagonists in 
How I Met Your Mother changed dramatically 
from the first to last season. In regards to style, 
some sitcoms, such as The Office, began to shift 
away from a multi-camera setup and towards 
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a single-camera setup. Additionally, less shows 
used laugh tracks or catchphrases. Some famous 
examples of 2000s sitcoms include Malcom in the 
Middle, Will & Grace, and 30 Rock .

Over the last decade, sitcom’s trend towards 
realism has become even more pronounced. 
Shows are made up of much larger ensemble 
casts and go out of their way to “stress [the] 
individualism of each character.”13 Also, these 
characters are much more likely to undergo 
growth and development, similar to their coun-
terparts in serial dramas.14 The sitcom contin-
ues to shed its original simplicity and become a 
multilayered space filled with diverse, evolving 
characters.15 Concurrently, stylistically sitcoms 
have almost all switched to single-camera set-
ups and have largely discarded laugh tracks and 
all of these “aesthetic elements strive for a sense 
of realism.”16 In other words, the narrative and 
stylistic changes in the sitcom have caused the 
genre to leave it’s idealistic and escapist roots 
for a more relatable and realistic makeup. Some 
of the most famous modern sitcoms that convey 
these changes include Modern Family, Black-ish, 
and Parks and Recreation .

But how have these changes affected spaces 
such as Netflix? So far I have focused on the 
changes in network sitcoms but, unlike all the 
aforementioned shows, Bojack Horseman did 
not come out on a traditional cable network. 
As more and more people leave cable behind 
for online services, it is essential to understand 
how the genre has adapted to these new plat-
forms. Current statistical trends point to the in-
creasing significance of companies like Netflix 
and Hulu. In the first quarter of 2017, Netflix 
gained 8.3 million subscribers while the cable 
industry lost 410,000. From 2016 to 2017, 18-to 
24-year-olds watched 15% less cable, with 2017 
being “the first year in history in which watch-
ing downloaded or streamed video was more 
popular than watching traditional TV among 
U.S. consumers aged 45 and under.”17 Online 
streaming is becoming more popular than tradi-
tional modes of television for the younger gen-
erations. It is believed that the “next generation 

of television viewers will have even less of a 
commitment to the actual television set than Mil-
lennials do.”18 This new generation’s “collective 
distaste for cable” had caused many scholars to 
call them the “cord-nevers.”19

Does the current trend towards online 
streaming services mean that the network sitcom 
is dying? Scholars have incorrectly predicted the 
death of the sitcom time and time again, not un-
derstanding the “cyclical nature to television.”20 
For example, when sitcoms hit a slump in the 
80s, The Cosby Show helped revive the genre. In 
the last decade, The Big Bang Theory continued to 
bring in millions of viewers every episode and 
solidify itself as one of the most popular televi-
sion sitcoms of all time, even though it rejected 
the stylistic trend towards realism (the show still 
relies on a multi-camera setup, limited set loca-
tions, and a laugh track). Critics have argued that 
the “popularity of The Big Bang Theory stemmed 
from its strategic timing and the ability to make 
nerds cool, which helped it gather a large fan 
base.”21 But now, with The Big Bang having 
ended, will the network sitcom revive like it has 
time and time again? History would say yes, but 
unlike the past, there is now something that can 
replace the sitcom void – the binge-able comedy.

The way in which people view entertain-
ment has been greatly altered by the growth of 
online streaming services. When all “episodes of 
a season [are] released simultaneously,” as they 
are on Netflix, viewers are more likely to have 
“widespread marathon-viewing sessions.”22 
Many scholars argue that binge viewing and 
Netflix are becoming synonymous. Marathon 
spectatorship has become the default consump-
tion mode. This shift has even made networks 
more likely to greenlight programming that 
“demonstrate[s] binge potential.”23

The rise of binge-watching impacts the nar-
rative structure of television. Netflix’s enable-
ment of “weekend-long binges” has led to 
“more heavily serialized storytelling, in terms 
of shows featuring more complicated plot 
lines.”24 Seasons are now made of longer and 
fewer episodes: ten to thirteen in comparison 
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to the standard twenty-two. This allows for 
each episode to display deeper conflicts that 
are more difficult to resolve. When “you start 
making television to satisfy bingeing habits, 
you end up making a very different kind of 
television.”25 For a show to be binge-worthy, it 
must be comprised of an interesting plot and 
dynamic characters that present growth epi-
sode to episode.

Due to the inability to be binge-watched, 
the 90s-esque sitcom cannot survive the shift 
to online streaming. Of the thirty-two comedy 
shows produced by Netflix, only a small frac-
tion are considered true sitcoms. Two of them, 
Fuller House and One Day at a Time, only survive 
due to nostalgia. Another, The Ranch, deals with 
un-sitcom like issues such as death, deportment, 
and drug addiction. Lastly, Disjointed, a show 
created by the same man who created The Big 
Bang Theory, is arguably the only true 90s-esque 
sitcom that Netflix made. It includes a multi-
camera setup, fixed lighting, and even a laugh 
track. And … it got cancelled after one season.

Although some Network sitcoms thrive on 
Netflix – The Office, The Good Place, Parks and 
Rec – these shows are “new sitcoms” based on an 
emphasis of realism. They all use single-camera 
setups, vary their sets, lack laugh tracks, and 
show character development. In addition, many 
people view these shows “while couch-surfing 
on social media platforms with friends,” often 
“juggling two screens at once.”26 The online 
streaming platform simply does not work for a 
highly engaged viewing of the 90s-esque, ideal-
istic sitcom.

But then there’s Bojack Horseman . Created 
in 2014 by Raphael Bob-Waksberg, the adult 
animated comedy takes place in a world where 
anthropomorphic animals and humans live side-
by-side. The show centers around Bojack Horse-
man, a washed-up star from a 90s sitcom entitled 
Horsin’ Around, and the conflicts that result from 
his alcoholism, trauma, depression, and self-de-
structive behaviors; it consists of seventy-seven 
episodes, each around thirty minutes long.

Bojack Horseman conveys the necessity of real-
ism for comedies to succeed on binge-watching 
platforms. Bob-Waksberg does this by contrast-
ing “Bojack’s sitcom life in Horsin’ Around with 
his real life full of self-loathing, broken friend-
ships, and borderline nihilism.” Horsin’ Around 
is a 90s-esque sitcom (the theme song even states, 
“Back in the 90s, I was in a very famous TV show”) in 
which Bojack’s character adopts three kids and 
learns the struggles and wonders of parenthood. 
Narratively and stylistically, the show mimics a 
90s sitcom; it makes use of a multi-camera setup, 
fixed lighting, limited set pieces, a laugh track, 
and little to no character growth. When an epi-
sode of Horsin’ Around ends, “everything gets 
wrapped up nice and simple.” For example, after 
one of the kids breaks something, Bojack’s char-
acter simply says, “I’ve learned that when you’re 
in a loving family there’s nothing wrong with a 
little…horsin’ around.” This is similar to many 
sitcoms of the past where “achieving and main-
taining happiness is no big deal; every problem 
is easily solved, the moral lessons are simple, 
everyone hugs it out, and just like that the narra-
tive is wrapped up in a bow.”27 Although Horsin’ 
Around allows “for a pleasant sense of closure,” 
it is ultimately a fake one.

The main conflict of the show is rooted in 
Bojack’s unrealistic desire for an “easy closure” 
similar to those in Horsin’ Around. However, 
in Bojack’s real life, there are no easy endings 
and everything “goes on with complexity and 
uncertainty.” Even though Bojack calls closure 
“a made-up thing by Stephan Spielberg to sell 
movie tickets,” he continues to strive for simple 
resolutions. The theme song, says, “I’m trying to 
hold on to my past,” a clear reference to how Bojack 
is holding onto the 90s-esque belief that things 
will just resolve themselves and a happy ending 
is possible. For example, in the first season, Bo-
jack thinks writing his memoirs will make him 
happy. In the second season, he thinks that get-
ting his dream role as Secretariat will make him 
happy. In the third season, he thinks that getting 
an Oscar will make him happy. This false belief 
system continues into the later seasons as well. 
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Bojack’s movie agent tries to explain to him 
that “an Oscar won’t make you happy forever, 
it won’t solve all your problems. You win that 
Oscar, the next day you go back to being you.” 
Instead of acknowledging that life is simply 
positive and negative moments in time, Bojack is 
caught up in the sitcom mentality. Diane, an en-
tertainment journalist and friend of Bojack, sums 
it up when she claims that “every happy ending 
has the day after the happy ending, and the day 
after that.”

The inapplicability of the 90s-esque sitcom’s 
“easy lessons” to Bojack’s real life mirrors the 
inability of these sitcoms to survive on binge-
watching platforms. A sense of realism is essen-
tial for Bojack to better himself the same way 
that a sense of realism is essential for shows 
to survive on streaming services. The simple 
conflict resolutions of the past do not make for 
good resolutions or good binge-watching expe-
riences. As mentioned earlier, Bojack searches 
for something that will make him happy in 
each season of the show. However, these things 
inevitably never do. Bojack continues to abuse 
drugs and engage in other self-destructive ac-
tions. This unrealistic perspective actually ex-
acerbates his depression. For example, Bojack 
attempts to sleep with the daughter of his old 
lover, Charlotte. Unlike Bojack, Charlotte left 
Hollywood and settled down with a family. 
By going back to her, Bojack reveals his desire 
for the simple life/nuclear family presented in 
sitcoms—a life he failed to pursue. Unlike a 
sitcom, Bojack Horseman “is on a long timeline 
rather than self-contained loops.”28 

Therefore, the status quo is not preserved 
episode to episode; things build upon each 
other. This can be seen in the relationship be-
tween Mr. Peanut Butter and Diane. The issues 
in their marriage compile through the seasons 
and result in divorce. But it doesn’t stop there: 
the divorce impacts both character’s future re-
lationships and continues to affect them dra-
matically. Actions have real impacts in Bojack 
Horseman. It is this rejection of the status quo 
that allows for good binge-watching. Instead of 

seeing the “self- contained loops” play over and 
over, viewers can witness actual development 
and growth.

Similar to real life, the character growth in 
Bojack Horseman is not easily earned, but instead 
worked for. This differs from other sitcoms that 
either completely lack growth or present it in an 
artificial manner . In Bojack Horseman, “characters 
change but only if they’re willing and they put 
the work in.”29 For example, after Bojack hurts 
his friend Todd and tries to explain that he will 
be a better person in the future, Todd tells him 
that he “can’t keep doing shitty things and feel 
bad about [himself] like that makes it okay.” In-
stead, Todd tells Bojack that he needs to simply 
“be better.” This relates to the advice of Bojack’s 
friend, Cuddly Whiskers, who says, “sometimes 
you need to take responsibility for your own 
happiness.” Therefore, character growth is only 
possible through action. It is not simply handed 
to the characters through tropes made up in a 
writer’s room: they must earn it. 

After falling over from exhaustion after try-
ing to jog outside of his Hollywood house, Bo-
jack is confronted by a jogging baboon. The 
baboon tells him that “every day it gets a little 
easier, but you got to do it every day.” This di-
rectly plays into the binge-watching platform. 
Shows like Bojack Horseman display an earned 
character growth over a long narrative. This 
keeps the story dynamic and allows for long, 
continuous viewing.

So far, we have discussed the sitcom’s trend 
towards realism in the last couple decades and 
explained the necessity of realism for online 
streaming. But this provokes a new question; 
why have people moved in this direction and 
why has binge-watching become so prevalent? 
Again, the answer lies in Bojack Horseman .

By rejecting simple sitcom resolutions, the 
characters of Bojack Horseman suffer from the 
existential dread that results from this complex-
ity. According to Bob-Waksberg, the underlying 
ethos of the show is “existing is hard.” This ex-
plains the frequent homages to existential phi-
losophers throughout the show. For example, 
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Bojack quotes Sartre while walking onto a plane 
and, in season five, an observant viewer will 
notice “Nietzsche” written down and circled 
on a whiteboard in the background. The show 
is founded on existentialist nihilism, or the idea 
that life has no intrinsic meaning or value. Todd 
displays this after failing to find something to 
fill his time with. He falls into existential angst 
and asks himself, “Do I have a purpose?” The 
meaningless of it all is brought up time and time 
again. Cuddly Whiskers claims that “an Oscar is 
meaningless, it’s all meaningless.” Mr. Peanut 
Butter, after suffering relationship issues, admits 
that “none of this matters.” Bojack, who desires 
the easy closure of sitcoms, also ultimately ad-
mits that “nothing matters.”

Bojack Horseman’s focus on existential dread 
partially explains the rise of binge-watching. 
According to existentialists, one way people 
overcome the meaninglessness of life is by sim-
ply distracting themselves from it. For example, 
Naomi Watts, who makes a guest appearance in 
cartoon form, states that she “just want[s] to do 
something light and fun to distract [herself] from 
the deep well of sadness that is [her] life.” In 
other words, she tries to use “light and fun dis-
tractions” to help her overcome her depression. 
Likewise, Princess Carolyn makes up a story 
about her future granddaughter to make herself 

feel better about not having children. When Bo-
jack says, “But it’s…fake,” she responds, “Yeah, 
well, it makes me feel better.” People distract 
themselves from their own realities because it 
simply makes it easier for them to handle their 
own existential issues. In a similar way, drugs, a 
common feature of the show, also allow people 
to escape their own lives.30 Thus, Bojack Horse-
man sees escapism as a natural result of a realis-
tic world without simple sitcom resolutions. 

Mr. Peanut Butter sums it up best when he 
tells Bojack that “the key to happiness isn’t to 
search for it.” Instead, it is “to just keep yourself 
busy with unimportant nonsense, and eventu-
ally, you’ll be dead.” This is what binge-watching 
is at its core -- a way to distract ourselves from 
our own lives by escaping into other people’s 
stories. And now, as sitcoms are more and more 
realistic, the line between reality and fiction be-
comes blurred. This has always been the case of 
television. The only difference now is that this 
escapism is instantaneous and easily accessible. 
Although the old sitcom style is ineffective in the 
age of binge-watching, the underlying purpose of 
the sitcom has not changed…it still is escapism 
in its purest form.

Maxim Goohs is a senior in the Georgetown College 
of Arts & Sciences studying History and Theology .
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L ady Macbeth is conceivably Shake-
speare’s most iconic villainess. A 
complex and dynamic character, she 

provokes countless questions about evil, power, 
ambition, marriage, guilt, and insanity. How-
ever, the issue which is perhaps considered most 
frequently in relation to Lady Macbeth is femi-
ninity. While many women in Shakespeare’s 
plays defy womanhood through costume, de-
ception, and strong will, Lady Macbeth gives by 
far the most explicit and impassioned account of 
her desire to subvert the norms of her sex as she 
persuades her husband to murder King Duncan 
and seize the throne. Her explicit rejection of 
femininity is first declared in the moments after 
she reads the letter informing her of the witches’ 
prophecy that Macbeth will become king. She in-
vokes evil spirits, demanding, “unsex me here” 
and asking that they strip her of her corporal 
femininity and capacity for remorse, thereby 
enabling her to participate in the coup against 
Duncan on behalf of her husband.1

Lady Macbeth also explicitly subverts her 
femininity through the rejection of motherhood 
as she attempts to persuade Macbeth to keep his 
promise and follow through with the murder 
of Duncan. She insists, “I have given suck and 
know / how tender ‘tis to love the babe that milks 
me: / I would, while it was smiling in my face, / 

Have plucked my nipple from his boneless gums 
/ And dashed his brains out, had I so sworn / As 
you have done to this.”2 This graphic, disturbing 
repudiation of the female norm of maternalism 
is one of the most provocative passages in Lady 
Macbeth’s development. At the surface level, it 
gives rise to many of the same concerns as the 
aforementioned “unsex me here” monologue, 
drawing a connection between Lady Macbeth’s 
alleged lack of femininity and her cruel, blood-
thirsty character.

This passage, however, also raises interesting 
factual questions about the plot. Lady Macbeth 
claims that she has “given suck,” which is fairly 
transparently a reference to nursing a child. 
However, Lady Macbeth and Macbeth are child-
less; the play explicitly mentions that Macbeth 
lacks an heir. This leaves several factual possibil-
ities. First, though never mentioned elsewhere in 
the play, it is possible that Lady Macbeth had a 
surviving child from a previous marriage. Sec-
ond, this dialogue is frequently dismissed as 
nothing more than a figure of speech, a hyper-
bole employed by a manipulative Lady Macbeth 
in the persuasion of her husband. Third, there is 
a growing movement to hypothesize that Lady 
Macbeth is the bereaved mother of a deceased 
child, attributing her bitterness and anger to 
grief.3

Femininity, Barrenness, and 
Moral Redemption
The Influence of Fertility on the Empathetic 
Portrayal of Lady Macbeth in Classic and 
Contemporary Film

Bella Ryb
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This paper is less concerned with resolving 
this discrepancy. Instead, this examination seeks 
to explore how Lady Macbeth’s motherhood, 
or lack thereof, shapes modern filmmakers’ in-
terpretations of the character. Specifically, four 
popular film adaptations of Macbeth from the 
twentieth and twenty-first century will be exam-
ined: Orson Welles’ 1948 Macbeth; John Turtur-
ro’s 1990 mafia adaptation Men of Respect; Rupert 
Goold’s 2010 Macbeth starring Patrick Stewart; 
and Michael Fassbender’s 2015 Macbeth.4 While 
all four of these films follow the plot of Macbeth 
closely, two choose to treat Lady Macbeth as 
barren and childless, while the other two pres-
ent her as a grieving mother. This seemingly 
minor choice of how to resolve Lady Macbeth’s 
maternity radically shapes the tone of the film, 
determining whether Lady Macbeth is treated 
with empathy or condemnation. 

The films’ attitudes toward Lady Macbeth’s 
character will be examined through depictions 
of Lady Macbeth’s suicide. Because this death 
occurs off-stage in the play, there is no theatri-
cal standard to guide or influence filmmakers’ 
treatment of it. As a result, film directors recre-
ating Macbeth have total discretion in deciding 
whether and how to depict the suicide. Among 
the many filmmakers who opt to include either 
the suicide itself or the body moments after the 
suicide, there seems to be two predominant cre-
ative choices: representing the suicide as fateful 
justice, or representing it as a tragedy. In the 
former, the director’s cinematic choices encour-
age the audience to experience the fall of Lady 
Macbeth with a sense of triumph and gratifica-
tion. Meanwhile, the latter treatment provokes 
sorrow and lamentation from viewers.

Interestingly, these two treatments of the sui-
cide correlate with the degree of adherence to 
traditionally feminine traits of a particular Lady 
Macbeth—most notably, her fertility and moth-
erhood. In versions in which Lady Macbeth had 
once conceived but has lost her child, she is per-
mitted a more positive representation over the 
course of the film, and her suicide is ultimately 
depicted as tragic. Conversely, in versions in 

which Lady Macbeth has always been childless, 
she is portrayed as cold, cruel, unloving, and un-
forgivingly villainous, which culminates in her 
suicide’s representation as fateful justice. This 
pattern deals with the same concept promul-
gated by psychoanalysts in the 1920s: the pur-
ported ill character and moral shortcomings of 
women who experience the biological condition 
of infertility. Evidently, women’s reproductive 
capacity remains subconsciously tied to their 
human worth.

Lady Macbeth as Barren 
Villainess: Welles and Goold’s 
Adaptations
Orson Welles’s 1948 Macbeth is the first major 
sound film version of the play. As such, it em-
braces an unembellished approach to the de-
velopment of Lady Macbeth, who is presumed 
childless and infertile. Only passing attention is 
given to the dialogue regarding Lady Macbeth 
dashing out the brains of the nursing child, which 
is delivered with the same unfeeling cackle in 
which she performs the majority of her dialogue. 
Indeed, her presentation is strikingly witch-like, 
considering her black, cape-like gown, her na-
sal voice, and the ominous music which plays 
while she is on screen. She is rendered unfemi-
nine both by infertility and her association with 
witchcraft, typified by her entrances to scenes in 
which she generally emerges gracelessly from 
behind the harsh, spooky topographical features 
in a manner similar to the Weird Sisters.

Further contributing to Lady Macbeth’s un-
femininity and repulsiveness is her character’s 
superficiality regarding all matters beyond the 
murder plot. This Lady Macbeth is relatively 
undeveloped. The few displays of affection be-
tween her and Macbeth seem calculated and 
manipulative; her marriage to Macbeth seems 
loveless and transactional, like a mere criminal 
partnership. Since Lady Macbeth is static, view-
ers are left with no sense for her character traits 
and interests beyond murder. In this sense, she 
is rendered one-dimensional. Her motivations 
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are limited to power and cruelty, characterizing 
her as solely evil with no redeeming qualities. 
In keeping with the one-dimensional charac-
terization, the actress, Jeanette Nolan, crafts a 
Lady Macbeth devoid of any notes of sadness, 
regret, or sympathy. While many actresses in 
the role begin to display hints of hesitation or 
remorse which begin immediately after the mur-
der of Duncan and grow steadily through the 
murder of the Macduff family, climaxing in the 
sleepwalking scene, Nolan preserves a cold de-
meanor with brief outbursts of murderous rage 
throughout. 

Even Welles' version of the sleepwalking 
scene appears devoid of genuine guilt and re-
morse. If anything, she seems more the victim 
of demonic possession or psychosis in this ver-
sion, alternating between a crazed screaming 
and ranting, an eerie monotone, and a haunting, 
nursery rhyme singsong voice as she delivers 
her monologue. This Lady Macbeth appears le-
gitimately delusional rather than guilt-stricken, 
an effect which is augmented by her extrava-
gantly over-acted gesticulations and exit from 
the scene while running and shrieking. This ren-
dition of a usually haunting scene is devoid of 
heartfelt emotion, diminishing any inkling of re-
morse or moral conscience which might usually 
be communicated to the audience. As a result, 
audiences are denied their largest opportunity to 
experience empathy for Lady Macbeth by wit-
nessing her guilt, and are instead encouraged to 
see her unraveling as justice, perhaps a punish-
ment for calling on evil spirits to make her more 
masculine and unfeeling.

Keeping with this trend, Orson Welles 
chooses a dramatic but unemotional suicide 
for Lady Macbeth, reflective of her lack of sub-
stance. In this version, a still-delusional Lady 
Macbeth runs through an eerily barren land-
scape. She then closes her eyes and screams as 
she flings herself into the chasm between cliffs, 
falling to her death. This particular choice of 
suicide method leaves Macbeth with no body 
over which to lament the queen’s death, let 
alone a gory body to make tangible the grave 

consequences of her act. This gives rise to a reti-
cent reaction to the death, in which a single gen-
tlewoman shrieks, and Macbeth barely reacts. 
He delivers his “she should’ve died hereafter” 
speech with almost no sign of grief or distress. 
Indeed, Macbeth is not filmed during this dia-
logue; instead, a cloudy sky is shown, employ-
ing nature to invoke a sense of inevitability. It 
gives the impression that Lady Macbeth’s death 
was fated, a natural stage in the downfall of ty-
rants. As such, the death provokes satisfaction in 
viewers, who see the suicide as the deposition of 
a villain, not the unfortunate death of an imper-
fect human.

At first glance, this lack of empathy for Lady 
Macbeth’s death could easily be dismissed as 
a symptom of an emotionally underwhelming 
performance. However, a similar trend exists in 
the 2010 Rupert Goold’s Macbeth, which follows 
the traditional plot in an asylum setting with re-
peated allusions to Stalin. Like the 1948 version, 
this adaptation portrays the Macbeth couple as 
childless and infertile. As such, this Lady Mac-
beth is also conceived as unwaveringly evil and 
power-hungry. Cast in eerie grey shadows from 
the industrial, insane-asylum setting, she de-
livers a cheerily self-aggrandizing rendition of 
the ‘unsex me here’ monologue. However, this 
performance does not lack dynamic emotional 
quality; close-up shots and changes in vocal in-
tonation project the pleasure which Lady Mac-
beth takes in her masterplan. Her evil character 
is not developed by a lack of nuanced motiva-
tions, but by an intricate portrayal of her mastery 
of mind games which allows her to realize her 
ambitiously murderous intentions.

Likewise, Lady Macbeth’s interactions with 
Macbeth are purely evil, but certainly not one-
dimensional. The detached dynamic of the Mac-
beth couple in the Welles version is a far cry from 
how Patrick Stewart’s Macbeth engages with his 
wife. While the Macbeths regard each other with 
coldness in the 1948 version, they engage with 
an insidiously manipulative intimacy in the 2010 
adaptation. For example, when Lady Macbeth 
reunites with her husband immediately after 
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reading his letter, she employs her sexuality as 
a force of control, greeting him in a robe which 
hangs open, then wrapping her legs around him 
while she kisses him passionately. However, 
she rapidly and seamlessly switches to extract-
ing demands that Macbeth agree to kill the king. 
While Macbeth ultimately concedes, it takes a 
unique combination of sexuality, confrontation, 
and then lastly, reassurance from Lady Macbeth 
to earn his surrender. 

A similar dynamic emerges between the 
Macbeths as they are getting dressed before 
the banquet scene. During this scene, Macbeth 
reaches out and gropes his wife’s breast in pass-
ing without speaking to or even looking at her; 
Lady Macbeth does not seem to desire this con-
tact based on her pained facial expression, but 
does not respond to it. However, this expression 
of her husband’s lust seems to embolden Lady 
Macbeth, as she chastises Macbeth particularly 
severely for his paranoid behavior in the subse-
quent moments. These instances demonstrate 
how sexuality and touch are transactional expe-
riences for Lady Macbeth. She is not motivated 
by love or joy, but is aware of her husband’s de-
sires and leverages them to maximize her power 
within her subordinate position as a woman. By 
developing Lady Macbeth’s expertise in manip-
ulation through her use of sexuality to coerce her 
husband, this version develops Lady Macbeth as 
evil, ambitious, and unfeeling without relegat-
ing her to flatness or oversimplicity.

Despite the multidimensionality of this Lady 
Macbeth relative to the 1948 version, both are 
framed as morally reproachful and treated with-
out compassion. As such, Goold’s Macbeth crafts 
a sleepwalking scene of a similar character to 
the Welles version. Like in the 1948 version, the 
2010 Lady Macbeth is presented as mad to the 
point of detachment from reality. Disheveled in 
appearance, she is dressed in a diaphanous slip 
with greasy hair, sallow skin, and dark under-
eye circles. Her demeanor is frantic, and her tone 
of voice reveals abrupt shifts in mood. She goes 
as far as to pour lye on her hands, burning them 
as she continues to scrub and scream in pain. 

The director even elects to show blood running 
from the faucet as Lady Macbeth washes her 
hands, presumably to illustrate her delusions 
of blood to the audience. Especially against the 
backdrop of the Soviet asylum setting of this 
film, this Lady Macbeth perfectly embodies the 
stereotypical psychiatric patient of pop culture.

While this scene is certainly captivating, it is 
not particularly compassionate in its treatment 
of Lady Macbeth. Because she is presented as 
completely delusional, there is little opportu-
nity for genuine remorse to shine through in 
her speech or behavior. Moreover, she retains 
a harsh appearance and demeanor throughout 
the scene, contributing to her perception as un-
likable and undeserving of forgiveness. Lastly, 
the attitudes of the doctor and gentlewoman 
observing encourage an unempathetic reaction 
to Lady Macbeth from the audience. Both seem 
convinced of her guilt, and the doctor seems 
particularly scornful in the delivery of his lines 
about her “unnatural deeds.”5 Moreover, neither 
intervene when she begins to burn herself with 
dangerous chemicals, which suggests that they 
believe she deserves harm. Overall, this por-
trayal of Lady Macbeth’s madness frames it as a 
deserved punishment for evil deeds rather than 
a manifestation of genuine guilt from a human 
soul deserving of compassion.

Unsurprisingly, this treatment of Lady Mac-
beth’s sleepwalking foreshadows an equally 
unforgiving, fated presentation of her suicide. 
In this film, Macbeth is informed of his wife’s 
death as her body is rolled in on a stretcher. Her 
pale face is shown on screen for a moment; how-
ever, the body seems largely unscathed, and the 
means of suicide remain unclear. The asylum 
setting, use of the stretcher, and clean unscathed 
cadaver give rise to a scientific, unemotional 
treatment of deceased Lady Macbeth, failing to 
evoke strong emotion from viewers. After focus-
ing on the corpse momentarily, the camera shifts 
to Macbeth’s face, where it remains focused for 
the entire monotone delivery of the “she should 
have died thereafter” monologue. He does not 
cry, scream, or make any other clear expression 



Utraque Unum—Spring 2020 & Spring 2021   |   95

|   Bella Ryb

of grief as he learns of his wife’s death; close-up 
shots emphasize his unemotional facial expres-
sion. Following the monologue, Macbeth seems 
unmoved as he transitions to discussing military 
strategy, the uncovered body still in the back-
ground. As Macbeth leaves the room, he absent-
mindedly covers the body with a sheet without 
as much as looking down. It is clear that Mac-
beth feels no grief for his wife, which makes it 
difficult for the audience to become emotionally 
moved in response.

In summary, in both the 1948 and 2010 film 
versions of Macbeth, the filmmakers choose to 
embrace Lady Macbeth’s presumed barren-
ness and represent her as infertile and childless. 
These two renditions of Lady Macbeth are also 
notably cold and single-mindedly evil. While 
they vary in their emotional intensity and nu-
ance, both have loveless, manipulative marriages 
with Macbeth, are singularly motivated by the 
pursuit of power, and are remorseless about 
their involvement in the countless murders of 
the play. Moreover, both of these versions stage 
the sleepwalking scene as crazed rather than 
sincerely guilty, employing abrupt changes of 
tone and voice, screaming, dramatic gesticula-
tion, and eerie setting. After denying viewers the 
opportunity to develop empathy for Lady Mac-
beth, both versions depict fated, unsympathetic 
portrayals of her suicide in which those around 
her—particularly Macbeth—seem unmoved by 
the death. This encourages audiences to con-
ceive Lady Macbeth’s suicide as a necessary plot 
event in restoring justice rather than a tragic loss 
of a tortured, remorseful woman.

Lady Macbeth as Bereaved 
Mother: Fassbender and Reily’s 
Adaptations
On the other hand, film versions of Macbeth 
that depict Lady Macbeth as a grieving mother 
take a radically different tonal approach to her 
character. Michael Fassbender’s 2015 Macbeth 
is a prime example of how filmmakers embrace 
artistic liberty to create a deceased child which 

informs Lady Macbeth’s character and choices. 
This film opens with a funeral sequence of a de-
ceased toddler, who looks to have succumbed 
to some form of plague. In this first scene, Lady 
Macbeth tenderly and tearfully presses flowers 
to her late child’s chest; as such, the audience’s 
first impression of her is that she is a loving, 
devastated parent experiencing insurmountable 
grief. This runs counter to her traditional por-
trayal as a bloodthirsty villainess.

However, Lady Macbeth’s tenderness in this 
first scene does not inhibit her from portraying 
spite and coldness in her more murderous so-
liloquies. For example, she performs her “unsex 
me here” monologue in an ominous whisper 
against the backdrop of flickering candles which 
cast a spooky glow on her face. Likewise, she is 
depicted in intense, sinister prayer in a chapel 
during Duncan’s murder, thus developing the 
concept of her invocation of evil spirits to aid her 
husband in regicide. Lastly, this Lady Macbeth is 
also portrayed as a master of manipulation, us-
ing a mix of sensual, seductive kisses, condem-
natory remarks, and allegations of betrayal to 
discourage Macbeth from reconsidering his de-
cision to murder Duncan. These moments make 
clear that Lady Macbeth is a willing and strate-
gic participant in the murder of Duncan, which 
is undoubtedly an immoral act. Moreover, they 
illustrate the driving role that Lady Macbeth 
plays in this murder, thereby highlighting her 
culpability in the act.

However, the director’s choice to introduce 
Lady Macbeth as a grieving mother before de-
picting her involvement in the murder plot 
changes her implied motives for wishing to kill 
Duncan. In traditional versions where Lady 
Macbeth is barren and childless, her desire to 
kill comes purely from selfishness, and a hunger 
for power; this, in turn, depicts her character as 
solely evil and leads her to be received with con-
demnation. Conversely, this film suggests that, 
as a grieving mother, Lady Macbeth’s desire to 
kill is born of pain and injustice. This Lady Mac-
beth seemingly seeks power as a redirection of 
the suffering she endured from the unthinkable 
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loss of a child. She is callous and unfeeling not 
because these are her innate personality traits, 
but because she has steeled herself in order to 
avoid succumbing to the overwhelming grief of 
her baby’s tragic death. While this context does 
not excuse her actions, it gives rise to a multi-
dimensional character with redeeming qualities. 
She is granted a nuanced and empathetic treat-
ment since her bad behavior is presented as a 
reaction to the cruel injustice of her own life cir-
cumstances, not as the folly of an essentially evil, 
ambitious being.

This empathetic treatment carries forward 
into the depiction of Lady Macbeth’s break-
down. While the traditional approach to the 
sleepwalking scene is to portray Lady Macbeth 
as crazed as she frantically scrubs her hands, 
this version takes substantial liberties to engi-
neer a softer, more sensitive treatment of Lady 
Macbeth’s downfall. In Fassbender's adaptation, 
Lady Macbeth is not having nightmares or de-
lusions of blood on her hands as much as she 
is speaking in metaphor. Dressed in beautiful 
textiles, she rides sidesaddle across a beautiful 
landscape to a small chapel, where she delivers 
the monologue seated demurely on the wooden 
floor. The majority of the scene is shot in close-
up, which emphasizes her teary, sunken eyes. 
She speaks with calm, quiet resignation, sug-
gesting that she not only feels overwhelming 
guilt for her actions, but is accepting that she will 
face tremendous otherworldly consequences for 
them.

Most interestingly, the ending of this scene 
reveals that Lady Macbeth has been directing 
her ‘out, damn spot’ soliloquy at a small child 
seated across from her on the floor. This child, 
also marked by plague-like sores, is reminiscent 
of her own deceased child from the opening se-
quence. While it seems that this child is intended 
as a figment of Lady Macbeth’s imagination, 
redirecting a speech which essentially foreshad-
ows her suicide with a repetition of the words 
“to bed” changes the entire significance of Lady 
Macbeth’s delusions and subsequent death. As 
the traditional depiction suggests her death as 

a form of just punishment for Lady Macbeth’s 
culpability in the rapidly increasing number 
of deaths perpetrated by Macbeth, this version 
frames her death primarily as a byproduct of a 
mother’s grief. In this film, Lady Macbeth dies 
not because she is evil and justice must be re-
stored, but because she has surrendered her 
efforts to cope with the overwhelming grief of 
her lost child. Viewers are reminded that grief 
was the driving force in her murderous actions 
all along and are encouraged to view her suicide 
as a tragic—albeit understandable—decision to 
seek otherworldly reunion with her deceased 
child.

Lastly, a more empathetic treatment of Lady 
Macbeth is visible in Fassbender’s portrayal of 
her suicide. In this version, Lady Macbeth’s dead 
body is laid dramatically across the bed, with a 
sobbing gentlewoman curled beside her. When 
Macbeth is informed of her death, he initially re-
acts with shock, approaching the body and tear-
fully delivering his speech to Lady Macbeth in 
a whisper. He then reaches out to embrace her 
body, taking her in her arms and carrying her 
in a manner resembling slow dancing; in this 
intimate moment, women are sobbing in the 
background. He then slowly lowers himself and 
his wife to the ground and continues embracing 
her while tenderly stroking her hair. From this 
scene, it is evident that Macbeth is devastated by 
the suicide of his wife. Seeing such a raw depic-
tion of his bereavement evokes a sense of loss 
and sadness in viewers as well, which is only 
intensified by the outpouring of grief among 
others in the scene (such as the distraught gen-
tlewomen). Overall, the characters' reactions to 
Lady Macbeth’s suicide signal to the audience 
that her death is indeed a tragedy which has 
wounded the many people who loved her, de-
spite her flawed actions in King Duncan’s mur-
der. A continuity of the grieving mother angle, 
this portrayal encourages viewers to embrace 
Lady Macbeth with empathy rather than repudi-
ate her with moral reproach.

While the Michael Fassbender Macbeth 
uses the grieving mother storyline to generate 
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empathy for Lady Macbeth by reframing her 
motives, the 1990 mafia adaptation Men of Re-
spect directed by William Reilly uses Lady Mac-
beth’s maternal grief to alter the perceived 
power dynamic of the Macbeths’ marriage, 
thereby encouraging viewers to respond more 
sympathetically to her character. Due to the 
change in context, this adaptation demonstrates 
less fealty to original Shakespeare and reimag-
ines dialogue, even though it follows Macbeth’s 
plot sequence nearly perfectly. These changes 
in verbiage give rise to an interesting solution 
to the plot discrepancy of Lady Macbeth’s child. 
During the argument where Lady Macbeth his-
torically discusses “dashing the brains” of her 
infant child as an extreme expression of her 
spousal loyalty, Ruthie (the name of the Lady 
Macbeth character in this version) reveals that 
she has secretly aborted a child she desperately 
wanted at the request of Macbeth who feared it 
would harm his career within the Mafia. This is 
especially striking, as the Macbeths are Italian-
Catholics. Therefore, by having an abortion, 
Lady Macbeth has not only sacrificed her child, 
but the salvation of her soul, in order to advance 
her husband's career.

This decision to concede to the wishes of 
Macbeth is consistent with Ruthie’s behavior 
throughout the film. The embodiment of the 
perfect Mafia wife, Ruthie’s life revolves around 
the service of her husband. Almost every pri-
vate discussion between the Macbeths occurs 
in their bedroom, where an impeccably dressed 
and made-up Ruthie kisses, massages, and en-
courages a naked, reclined Macbeth. Even the 
reimagined equivalent of lines in which Lady 
Macbeth is usually demeaning in the persua-
sion of Macbeth are reframed as encouraging. 
Moreover, Ruthie is a model hostess, throwing 
extravagant gatherings designed to please her 
husband’s colleagues to boost Macbeth’s ca-
reer. In this sense, Ruthie is a subservient and 
fiercely loyal wife. She works laboriously and 
frequently sacrifices to support her husband’s 
ascent within organized crime. Based on this dy-
namic, Ruthie’s encouragement of her husband 

killing the mob boss seems like another example 
of her earnest support of his success, and there-
fore less coercive. This contrasts sharply with 
traditional representations of the Macbeth mar-
riage, in which Lady Macbeth is the dominant 
power who calculatedly manipulates Macbeth. 
This dynamic is typically employed to render 
Lady Macbeth a villain; in the event that she no 
longer wields dominance and is instead the self-
less, submissive wife of an ambitious criminal, 
she is portrayed as the victim rather than the 
mastermind and is therefore a more sympathetic 
character.

Ruthie’s portrayal as a victim deserving of 
empathy persists into this version’s character-
ization of her guilt-induced breakdown. Her 
bizarre behavior comes about gradually in this 
version. First, she grows paranoid that the lin-
ens in the restaurant she manages have become 
filthy and washes them obsessively. When Mac-
beth and his colleagues confront her about this 
strange compulsion, she grows agitated, becom-
ing weak and fainting. Before collapsing, how-
ever, she asks her husband which side he was 
on, thus expressing her feeling of betrayal by her 
husband. This scene evokes empathy from the 
viewer as it further paints Ruthie as a reluctant 
participant in her husband’s lifestyle who is fre-
quently used rather than the user herself.

As the movie continues, Ruthie’s mental 
state further deteriorates. Ruthie is depicted ly-
ing in bed despondently. She cries uncontrolla-
bly, flinches at her husband’s touch, and clings 
to a news article about an unrelated Mafia vic-
tim. This behavior suggests that Ruthie feels in-
surmountable guilt for her participation in her 
husband’s murder of the Mafia leader and for 
her association with the murderous enterprise 
as a whole. Her moral dilemma is portrayed 
convincingly, which is humanizing and elicits a 
positive emotional response from the audience.

In this version’s ‘out, damn spot’ scene, 
Ruthie sleepwalks through the garden at night, 
scrubbing her hands in a birdbath while looking 
genuinely terrified and dejected—this empha-
sizes the waxing guilt which has been developed 
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in earlier scenes of her psychological unraveling. 
Moreover, Ruthie addresses Macbeth by name 
in this adaptation of her monologue just before 
she declares that it was “done.” While this can be 
taken to refer to the murder, one can also inter-
pret this line as Ruthie rejecting her continuing 
subordination to Macbeth’s will and involve-
ment in his escalating crimes. Because Ruthie 
understands the immorality of her husband’s 
actions and expresses a desire to distance herself 
from him, her character is more redeemable rela-
tive to other adaptations.

In the penultimate scene, Macbeth awakens 
to find Ruthie agitatedly scrubbing the bathtub 
where they initially washed the blood from the 
murder. He implores her to return to bed, but 
she refuses. Upon hearing a commotion, Macbeth 
exits to investigate, only to learn that the police 
are on the way to bust the Mafia. He rushes back 
inside to retrieve Ruthie so they can flee together, 
only to find her body moments after the suicide. 
Having slit her throat, the corpse is in disturb-
ing, gruesome condition. Macbeth reacts with 
extreme grief, screaming, and crying. He carries 
her into the bedroom, becoming covered in her 
blood. After sobbing and embracing her body for 
some time, he ultimately flees, but stops at a mir-
ror where he yells accusatively at his reflection. 
This demonstrates that he feels deeply disturbed 
by and culpable for Ruthie’s suicide, especially in 
comparison to Macbeth’s unfeeling response to 
his wife’s suicide in other adaptations.

This extremely graphic depiction of the Lady 
Macbeth suicide is designed to evoke an in-
tense emotional reaction from viewers. Instead 
of being a fated, just end to an evil character as 
in traditional productions, this death is a tragic 
culmination to the life of a feminine, nurturing 
woman who was intrinsically good, but who 
was used and manipulated by her selfish hus-
band and ultimately driven to a breaking point 
of insurmountable guilt. The invention of Lady 
Macbeth’s coerced abortion develops a dynamic 

of abuse, sacrifice, and grief that is brought full-
circle by a graphic suicide for which Macbeth 
feels culpable and mourns deeply.

Conclusion
Popular entertainment and society as a whole 
have made incredible strides toward more em-
powering portrayals of the multifaceted experi-
ence of womanhood. However, the treatment of 
Lady Macbeth in modern cinematic adaptations 
of Shakespeare’s Macbeth reveal that society per-
sists in assigning undue importance to a wom-
an’s reproductive capability as an indicator of 
her quality of character and human worth. De-
spite being an accomplice to murder in all ver-
sions of Macbeth, directors treat Lady Macbeth 
with more empathy and dignity in films where 
she is made biologically capable of reproduction 
in comparison to versions where she is portrayed 
as childless as a result of barrenness and infertil-
ity. This is indicated by her portrayal throughout 
the film, but especially by whether her suicide is 
depicted as justice or tragedy. Even though these 
converse treatments of Lady Macbeth are borne 
entirely of the mind of twentieth- and twenty-
first-century directors, this seemingly universal 
pattern in Lady Macbeth’s cinematic treatment 
echoes the attitudes of Shakespearean times 
about femininity, motherhood, and barrenness 
which conceive a woman’s worth as contingent 
upon her capacity to birth children. This ten-
dency is yet another troubling manifestation of 
how there remains no space in society for empa-
thy toward a childless, ambitious, and flawed—
yet still valuable and redeemable—woman who 
dares to unapologetically subvert society’s im-
plicit assumptions about femininity and the role 
of the female in family life and reproduction.

Bella Ryb is a senior in the Georgetown College of 
Arts & Sciences studying Government, English, and 
Theology .
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THE CLOCK TOWER

#DontMuteDC
Conceptualizing Cultural Genocide and 
Domestic Colonialism

Jordan Brown

O n Monday, April 8, 2019, news broke 
that the Metro PCS store at the corner 
of Seventh Street and Florida Avenue 

Northwest was recently forced to stop playing 
go-go music outside of its front door. Located 
in DC’s Shaw neighborhood—the store had 
played the iconic music of the District outside 
its entrance for twenty-four years. According 
to local news sources, a resident at The Shay, a 
luxury housing development close to the store, 
complained to Metro PCS corporate and these 
higher-ups forced store owner Donald Camp-
bell to stop the music.1 This order to desist has 
prompted outrage from many people, including 
native Washingtonians, recently transplanted 
millennials, and current and former D.C. resi-
dents alike. A Facebook event entitled “Emer-
gency Go-Go Protest Rally against Displacement 
in DC” was created by the afternoon of April 
8. The movement that emerged from the order 
to shut off the music became known as #Dont-
MuteDC.2 Posts on my social media timeline 
expressed anger at “gentrifying colonizers”3: 
“Maybe if you don’t like the sounds of the city 
you shouldn’t move into the city?”4

I immediately took notice of this last post be-
cause it alludes to parallels between gentrifica-
tion and colonization, which have been brought 
up in recent times, particularly in the discourse 
surrounding #DontMuteDC.5 Gentrification is 
defined as “the process of repairing and rebuild-
ing homes and businesses in a deteriorating area 
(such as an urban neighborhood) accompanied 
by an influx of middle-class or affluent people 

and often results in the displacement of earlier, 
usually poorer residents.”6 It is one of the most 
salient sociopolitical conflicts of the contem-
porary American city. This process has been 
often been compared to neo-colonialism7 and 
even “cultural genocide.”8 People are making 
this connection despite the fact that the effects 
of gentrification do not fit the dictionary or le-
gal parameters of genocide or colonialism. This 
led me to question: why is gentrification not ad-
dressed by human rights law? If, in fact, gentrifi-
cation does not fit the current definition of either 
colonialism or genocide, should we revisit these 
legal terms to ensure that it is included?

In order to have this conversation, we must 
understand the current definitions of key terms. 
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, co-
lonialism is “the policy or practice of acquir-
ing full or partial political control over another 
country, occupying it with settlers, and exploit-
ing it economically.”9 Aside from the fact that 
Black urban neighborhoods are not individual 
nations, this definition appears to apply. As up-
per-middle-class young white people move into 
urban areas, development companies privilege 
them over the area’s historic residents. Develop-
ers then begin to implement changes that new 
residents favor, which will attract more of the 
same type of residents to what used to be mostly 
nonwhite areas. The style and type of housing 
and businesses in the area change to reflect the 
tastes of transplants and are inevitably unaf-
fordable to longtime residents of the area. Due 
to socioeconomic privilege, new residents also 
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have more power to shape municipal policy that 
affects people who live in the area; these policies 
will benefit them more than historic residents. 
Historic residents are ultimately driven out of 
neighborhoods that their communities have in-
habited for decades.10 External political control, 
settlers, and economic exploitation are all as-
pects of gentrification that fall within the defini-
tion of colonialism.

“Cultural genocide” is a bit harder to de-
fine. Though Raphael Lemkin—who coined 
the term “genocide”—proposed this phrase as 
an aspect of genocide in 1944, it was excised 
from United Nations documents and has never 
received an official legal definition. Scholars 
Leora Bigsby and Rachel Klagsbrun contextu-
alize the meaning of cultural genocide by say-
ing this: “For Lemkin… the essence of genocide 
was cultural—a systematic attack on a group of 
people and its cultural identity; a crime directed 
against difference itself.”11 In this sense, cultural 
genocide is the systematic extermination or at-
tempted extermination of a culture that differs 
from that of the dominant group—something 
which gentrification has most certainly done to 
nonwhite communities across the United States. 
#DontMuteDC is a perfect example—in our own 
city—of how upper-class white transplants into 
an urban area attempt to destroy its culture by 
using means of power that benefit them. They 
often call the police (an institution which, in 
America, was built to uphold white supremacy 
and class stratification in the aftermath of chattel 
slavery12) on nonwhite residents for violating un-
known and seemingly random municipal laws.13 
There is a long, documented history of law en-
forcement killing Black people for minor or even 
perceived or nonexistent infractions;14 in doing 
so, little by little, transplants and institutions lit-
erally wipe out nonwhite urban communities.15

Sociopolitical conflict between dominant and 
subordinate demographic groups is simultane-
ously a byproduct of colonialism as well as a 
basis for genocide.16 The Wharton Public Policy 
Initiative at the University of Pennsylvania states 
that “social, economic, and physical impacts of 

gentrification may result in political conflict, 
heightened by difference in race, class, and 
culture.”17 #DontMuteDC is a case study in this 
phenomenon: new transplants, ignorant of or 
outright hostile to the customs of the city, utilize 
law enforcement, municipal government, corpo-
rations, the courts, and other methods of control 
to alter the cultural and geographic landscape to 
conform to their white, upper-middle-class stan-
dards of life. Donald Campbell was made to stop 
the music after the resident at The Shay “threat-
ened the cell phone company [Metro PCS] with 
a lawsuit.”18 Here, we see the historic culture of 
a region clashing with new, transplanted resi-
dents; the transplants deliberately catalyze and 
escalate intercultural conflict that changes the 
landscape of the region.

Right here in DC, gentrification is causing 
sociopolitical conflict in neighborhoods such as 
Columbia Heights. Because more upper-middle-
class white people are moving into previously 
nonwhite and lower-income areas, the types of 
housing available are changing to attract new 
residents. Developers and landlords are trying 
to force historic residents out of their homes by 
offering buyouts or not repairing buildings, just 
so that they can tear down the building and put 
up new, expensive high-rises in their place.19 
These tactics have led to activism on the part of 
tenants against their landlords; actions such as 
rent strikes, supported by organizations includ-
ing the Latino Economic Development Center 
(LEDC), are becoming increasingly common 
across the city.20 I have been to at least three ral-
lies in support of rent strikers at various build-
ings in the District, all of which are within a 
three mile radius of Petworth, the neighborhood 
where I currently live. Due to structural violence 
from private and governmental institutions, 
historic communities are clashing—culturally, 
politically, economically, and socially—with the 
gentrifiers who are changing the demographic 
landscape of their neighborhoods.

Organizations such as LEDC help residents 
resist these changes because gentrification drives 
people with less social power out of their homes 
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and communities, leading to displacement. Dis-
placement of specific ethnic or racial groups is a 
typical effect of sociopolitical conflict in regions 
that were historically colonized; displacement, 
particularly when it is internal, is often a precur-
sor to genocide.21 Though victims of gentrification 
do not fit the full definition of an internally dis-
placed person according to the United Nations, 
they do fit part of it: “persons or groups of persons 
who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave 
their homes or places of habitual residence.”22 
In DC, expensive condos for individuals or 
young roommates are replacing cheaper, rent-
controlled, family-style dwellings, pricing out 
residents who have lived here for decades.23 Pet-
worth is just north of the boundary with Colum-
bia Heights; on my block alone, I have counted 
six homes that are currently being “flipped” into 
condos for transplants. Historic communities are 
being uprooted—they do not have the economic 
power to stay in the more expensive residences 
that are built or the political power or clout to 
fight legalized gentrification. This has caused a 
veritable housing crisis for low-income people in 
DC as well as cities across the country.24

Despite our relative isolation from the rest of 
the District, the Georgetown community must 
consider our effect on the city that we call home. 
Living off-campus can enable students to learn 
more about the city and its processes, as they are 
affected by what goes on in the rest of DC. Un-
fortunately, though, many off-campus students 
and Georgetown alumni who live in the District 
remain uninformed about their position in the 
process of gentrification and its effects on their 
neighbors. Additionally, many Georgetown 
graduates work in the realm of the federal gov-
ernment, international law, and human rights—
they must be aware of potential human rights 
implications happening in their own backyard.

The world has changed at an exponential rate 
since the founding of the United Nations and the 
initial definitions of the terms “colonialism” and 

“genocide.” Whole regions and continents have 
thrown off their colonial masters; technology has 
proliferated; urban landscapes have changed de-
mographically again and again. Western society 
puts much stock in legal definitions, especially 
from institutions like the United Nations, but 
human rights experts are reluctant to change 
or challenge these definitions. Now, they must 
consider how the processes of colonialism and 
genocide can happen on a domestic level. Gentri-
fication is a legitimate, tangible problem with le-
gitimate, tangible effects that primarily victimize 
the poor and nonwhite. Those who are directly 
affected by gentrification are making the con-
nection between this harmful process, cultural 
genocide, and colonialism. Therefore, we must 
legally legitimize their concerns and the harm 
they’ve experienced, and it is worth examining 
our current definitions for that reason alone.

When I reexamined these concepts in the 
wake of the #DontMuteDC campaign, parallels 
between gentrification, colonialism, and geno-
cide came to light. They each involve social 
conflict between different demographic groups, 
generally based around race or ethnicity, with 
one demographic group exerting control over a 
subordinate group which caused the displace-
ment of subordinate groups from areas they 
have historically occupied. As #DontMuteDC 
has demonstrated, drastic changes in urban 
landscapes are causing not only undeniable 
sociopolitical conflict on a local level, but also 
displacement and erasure of culture. Neither 
residents nor local government officials can ig-
nore this problem any longer. By analyzing gen-
trification and its players and effects through the 
lens of cultural genocide and colonialism, we 
can better understand and respond to the con-
cerns of those who are affected by this process.

Jordan Brown is a senior in the Georgetown College of 
Arts & Sciences studying Justice and Peace Studies .
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A Swing and a Miss
How Georgetown Baseball Elucidates US Race 
Relations in the Late Nineteenth Century

Sarah Laird

I nstead of asking who was playing base-
ball in the late nineteenth century, Ameri-
can historians have found it easier to ask 

who was not. During this period, baseball grew 
in popularity exponentially among nearly ev-
ery demographic, including class, gender, and 
race. As baseball’s popularity grew, seemingly 
bringing all sectors of society closer together, 
race relations worsened after the Reconstruction 
era ended in 1877. During this time, Jim Crow 
laws were in full force and the Klu Klux Klan’s 
(KKK) membership grew. Black baseball players 
frequently faced violence, and eventually, base-
ball became a game where Black players could 
no longer play safely. To further explore race re-
lations in baseball and US society near the turn 
of the century, we will examine a photograph of 
Georgetown’s baseball team in 1896 that sheds 
some light on how race and baseball intersected. 
Through this examination, it will become clear 
that late nineteenth-century traditions of vio-
lence and discrimination bled onto the diamond 
and affected Black people’s ability to play the so-
called “national game.”

The photo of a Georgetown baseball team in 
1896 illuminates the race relations of the time 
which, needless to say, were not ideal. In the 
photo, a Black child is seen standing in front of 
a line of players.1 Included at the bottom are the 
ten names of the ten players. The Black child is 
not named and nowhere in the photo itself is it 
noted whether the young boy was a regular ball-
boy for the team or if he was just picked up for 
the picture. While the white players are dressed 

in what seem to be the baseball uniforms of the 
time, the Black child is wearing a military-style 
jacket and holding a baseball bat like a soldier 
would a rifle. The jacket is reminiscent of a Civil 
War soldier’s uniform, specifically that of a Con-
federate soldier.2 A detail I do not wish to specu-
late on, but rather simply want to draw attention 
to is the child’s face full of pure terror. At the 
very least, we can safely claim that the child was 
not in his comfort zone. Most likely, his relation-
ship with Georgetown’s baseball team was not 
long-lasting, as it seems he was either threatened 
or forced to dress for this picture quickly, based 
not only on his facial expression but also on how 
his jacket is misbuttoned. Given these details, we 
can clearly see the overt racial hierarchy that ex-
isted at the time, which the white players were 
exploiting; the Black child is the only person in 
the picture who is not named, and it is clear he 
was not a willing participant in the picture. 

Dressing a Black child up as a Confeder-
ate soldier as a joke seems problematic enough 
without context, but there is more history to this 
photo than at first meets the eye. Historian Kevin 
Levine discusses a “camp slave” narrative dur-
ing the Civil War that has grown in popularity 
in recent years that seemed to insinuate Black 
soldiers fought for the Confederates of their own 
free will. In summary, 

…[the idea of there being] significant num-
bers of loyal black Confederate soldiers 
relies overwhelmingly on this specific 
group—men who will often be described as 
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“camp slaves” throughout this book so as 
not to confuse their legal status. These men 
served their masters by performing a wide 
range of tasks related to the maintenance of 
an efficient campsite. Masters assumed their 
slaves were loyal to them and to the Confed-
erate cause...3

Based on Levine’s history, it would seem the 
players dressed this boy up to play the “camp 
slave” role for the picture. The military jacket and 
the way he holds the bat are evidence of this tra-
dition in the postbellum era. An 1899 Georgetown 
College Journal article, written for and by students 
at the time, described those on campus as “We 
of the South,” which bolsters the argument that 
they dressed the boy in Confederate garments as 
a way to remember what they felt was the “lost 
glory” of the South.4 Georgetown’s own colors 
of blue and gray pay homage to the Civil War, 
so one could argue that there was an equal feel-
ing of kinship with the Union as much as with 
the Confederacy around campus. The preceding 
quotation along with the photograph itself sug-
gests, however, that while the university’s official 
stance promoted unity, the student body felt more 
comfortable aligning with the South. Within this 
framework, the picture clearly shows not only the 
history of racial intolerance prevalent in general 
society at this time, but also how the prejudice 
was presented in baseball itself. These types of ac-
tions against Black people were what led to, and 
created opportunities for, the increased violence 
professional Black players experienced.

First-hand accounts from this period further 
contextualize the worsening race relations pres-
ent in baseball. Entirely Black teams had never 
been accepted into the National Association of 
Baseball Players (NABBP), as is seen in the fol-
lowing quotation from an 1860s-era letter re-
sponding to an inquiry about an all-Black team’s 
denied membership: 

It is not presumed by your committee that 
any club who have applied are composed 
of persons of color, or any portion of them; 

and the recommendations of your commit-
tee in this report are based upon this view, 
and they unanimously report against the 
admission of any club which may be com-
posed of one or more colored persons.5

At the same time, majority white teams with 
a few Black players could gain membership, so 
Black players were not uncommon at all. Be-
cause of this “loophole,” Black baseball players 
had originally been allowed to play profession-
ally. This changed in the 1880s when the NABBP 
officially banned Black players from being hired 
and encouraged team managers to force out the 
existing Black players. 

We see the effects of these changing rules in 
players’ accounts that detail the violence Black 
players faced during that decade. In many cases, 
outright violence against Black players increased 
and seemed to be an evident and a common part 
of the game. A white International League player 
noted, “…about half the pitchers try their best to 
hit these colored players when [they are] at the 
bat. I know of a great many pitchers that tried 
to soak Grant...one of the International League 
pitchers pitched for Grant's head all the time.”6 
He described one Black player, Bud Fowler, as 
having to play “with the lower part of his legs 
encased in wooden guards. He knew that about 
every player who came down to second base on 
a steal had it in for him and would, if possible, 
throw the spikes into him.”7 Physical violence 
was not the only mechanism teams used to in-
timidate Black players either. The same article 
mentioned how 

...the players not only cut [the Black player] 
in a social way, but most endeavor to ‘job 
him’ out of the business. He gets the wrong 
instructions in coaching, and when a field 
play comes up in which he is interested, 
an effort is always made to have an error 
scored against him.8 

This quote reveals that even the player’s own 
team often had it out for him as well. Just as 
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professional white players exploited the racial 
hierarchy for their own gain, the white George-
town players very likely did the same. In both in-
stances, the white players knew they would face 
no consequences, so they weaponized the racial 
tensions of the time.

The rise of violence and changing rules did 
not keep Black players from speaking out against 
how they were being treated. An 1888 letter re-
vealed their frustrations with the changing times: 

...I take the liberty of addressing you be-
cause noticing in The Sporting Life that the 
law permitting colored men to sign was re-
pealed…The law is a disgrace to the pres-
ent age, and reflects very much upon the 
intelligence of your last meeting, and casts 
derision at the laws of Ohio—the voice of 
the people—that say all men are equal… 
There should be some broader cause—such 
as want of ability, behavior and intelligence- 
for barring a player than his color…9 

This quote shows that the Black players did not 
go gently into that good night. The strong language 
reveals how ardently they fought to play profes-
sionally, but the end of the story is known. In 1888, 
the NABBP banned Black players professionally, a 
law which would remain until the 1940s.10 

Discovering more about Georgetown base-
ball’s own relationship with race necessitated 
further research within Georgetown’s Special Col-
lections archives, which revealed inconclusive but 
still valuable information. Firstly, it was discovered 
that the team in the picture is most likely the prep 
team for Georgetown, not the official college team. 
Box scores for the 1896 season do not include any 
of the names listed at the bottom of the picture, 
including Ferguson, Fitzpatrick, or O’Brien, argu-
ably the easiest to make out. Two of the players, 
Walsh and Byrne, are found in pictures of the 1899 
team, so some of them did go on to play base-
ball officially for Georgetown. This distinction is 
important: it shows that the official Georgetown 
baseball team was not involved, so this picture 
likely could have been passed off as a “schoolboy 

prank” if anybody brought it up to the administra-
tion. Secondly, there were no other Black people 
pictured or mentioned in Georgetown’s baseball 
history between the 1880s-1910s.11 No Black fans or 
spectators can be seen in any other pictures, and 
none of the other team pictures, of either the prep 
school or collegiate teams, have any Black people 
in them. While the Georgetown College Journal does 
not mention the race of any of the players in the 
sports section, we can assume the players were all 
white, as the university did not accept any Black 
students until the 1960s, as noted by the current 
student-run newspaper in 2014.12 Because of this 
lack of representation, it is even less likely that the 
Black boy in the photo is a ballboy for the team, as 
there is no acknowledgement of ball boys at all for 
any Georgetown team.13 Further, even when pic-
tured members were named, the people included 
were either said to be players or coaches with the 
role of “ball boy” not included. There is no men-
tion of ball boys in the Georgetown College Journal 
either, and although their omission is not substan-
tial enough evidence to prove they did not exist, 
the stark contrast between the 1896 picture and the 
rest of the resources available casts a dark shadow 
on what seems at first glance to be a casual day at 
the ballpark. 

The cruel attempt at a joke that takes center 
stage in the 1896 picture reflects the discrimina-
tion against Black players that was happening 
on fields across the United States. The inherent 
racism of the picture not only reveals general at-
titudes toward race, but also how it could mani-
fest in multiple aspects of everyday life. The 
increased racial intolerance in American society 
that this photograph represents meant many 
Black players had to leave the game not only be-
cause they were being forced out, but for their 
own safety. As such, some historians question 
the validity of the moniker, “national game,” as 
much of the nation was certainly not welcome 
within the parks’ walls at this time. 

After this photo was taken, it took another 
fifty-one years for the NABBP (today known 
as the MLB.) to allow Black players back on 
the diamond in an officially recognized way, 
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when Jackie Robinson signed with the Brook-
lyn Dodgers in 1947. Before that (and for years 
after), Black players competed in their own 
leagues, the Negro Leagues, which the MLB 
did not recognize as comparable in standard 
until December of 2020.14 Now, the long-held 
records of baseball giants like Babe Ruth and 
Lou Gehrig are being compared against the 
parallel greats of Hank Aaron, Willie Mays, and 
Satchel Paige, as the only reason their records 
were not considered in the first place was due 
to their race rather than ability. 

Baseball’s history of racial segregation and 
subsequent lack of recognition for Black players’ 
accomplishments still affects a true appreciation 
of baseball history today, and it all stems from 
acts of intolerance and hatred like what we see 
in the 1896 photograph. Today, Georgetown 
should publicly acknowledge and apologize for 
its involvement in the horrible mockery of Black 
people and their struggle for freedom. It is only 
through complete transparency and the active 
upholding of anti-racist ideals that any kind of 
progress can be made towards racial equality. 
As we look back on historical events that were 
shaped by social contexts and values that were 
different from today’s standards, recognizing 
the problems and the injustice inherent to these 
past actions helps us move forward as a more 

fully united community rooted in respect, dig-
nity, and care for the whole person. 

Sarah Laird is a senior in the Georgetown College of 
Arts & Sciences studying History .

Fig 1 . A Black child in front of a Georgetown baseball team, photograph, c . 1896 (re-photographed 2021), from 
Georgetown Special Collections .

Fig 2 . “Portrait of a Confederate soldier,” photograph, c . 
1865 (re-photographed 1961), from Library of Congress, 
https://www.loc.gov/item/2018667207/.
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W hen the Jesuit presidents of 
Georgetown College and the Col-
lege’s Philodemic Society, sent out 

an invitation in April 1867 to Georgetown and 
Philodemic alumni for a “grand Reunion” and 
“Celebration Festival” of the Society to be held 
that June, they made no explicit mention of any 
ideological purpose of the coming event. Only 
“wishing to renew the ties of association which 
once bound to the College and the Society their 
many children now scattered throughout the 
land,”1 they sent out invitations to Philodemic 
alumni across the United States and as far away 
as Peru, where an American Georgetown alum-
nus—a US Diplomat named Henry M. Brent—
was able to share it with his old classmate and 
(presumably) the only other Philodemic alum-
nus in the country, the Peruvian civil servant 
(later Ambassador to the US) Felix Cipriano Ze-
garra.2 But the timing of such a reunion was not 
coincidental. 

In the spring of 1867, the country was only 
just beginning to pull itself back together after 
a tumultuous and destructive civil war, and 
many of Georgetown’s alumni—a strong ma-
jority of whom had fought for the South—had 
indeed found themselves scattered across the 
country.3 Georgetown College in particular had 
been heavily affected by the war, when its en-
rollment had fallen to historic lows, and much 
of the main campus had been converted to mili-
tary quartering for Union troops. Politically, 
too, the Hilltop’s strongly pro-Southern Jesuit 
professors and students had been forced into an 
artificial political silence by the war’s political 
ramifications, with Georgetown only miles from 
the Union capital, and scarcely a day’s journey 
from not just Confederate territory, but key bat-
tles of the war. Throughout the war, Jesuits on 
campus tried to tamp down on students—and 
their own—Southern and Confederate sym-
pathies, especially with the nearby presence of 

History of the Philodemic 
Society, Pt. IV
“We may not with impunity turn our 
eyes from the past” – War, Reunion, 
Reconciliation & Pt. V: Conclusion

Jonathan Marrow

This article is the fourth of a four-part series on the history of the Philodemic Society 
at Georgetown in the nineteenth century . Pts . I, II, and III can be found in the Fall 
2018, Spring 2019, and Fall 2019 issue of the journal respectively, or on our website, 
utraqueunum .org . The series is adapted from a Senior Honors Thesis in the History 
Department, submitted in the spring of 2018, entitled: “Let us form a body guard 
for Liberty–Conceptions of Liberty and Nation in Georgetown College’s Philodemic 
Society, 1830–1875.”
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Union soldiers, and the easy prospect that the 
college’s ongoing operation could be affected by 
potential antipathy of the federal government.4 
This attitude seems to have been reflected in the 
debating topics of the Philodemic Society, which 
despite the tumult and controversy of the war, 
eschewed political or even semi-political ques-
tions during the ongoing conflict’s tenure. 

Whereas during the war, the Society followed 
a policy of “escapist” topics (whether voluntarily 
or by preemptive self-censorship), unrelated to 
the war being waged around the College, in the 
years following the conflict, its debate topics be-
trayed a specific interest in questions of law and 
order, in ways that could occasionally touch on 
the still sensitive issues of the war. Moreover, in 
its larger celebrations and “Grand Reunions” 
(conducted in 1867, 1871, and 1874), it pursued 
a rhetoric of reunion and reconciliation between 
members of all sections and former loyalty. This 
rhetoric—striking in its call to dismiss, forget, 
and go beyond the division and destruction of 
war, using oratory and a common Alma Mater 
as a shared common ground—was an early form 
of the “reconciliationist” rhetoric that historians 
have elsewhere suggested only emerged on the 
national stage in the late 1870s and 1880s.5

Georgetown started off the postwar period 
much the worse for wear, but in substantially 
better condition than many colleges just miles to 
the south. In the months after Lincoln’s election 
and the opening of hostilities at Ft. Sumter, the 
College had dropped its enrollment from over 
300, to around 60. In May, a Union regiment from 
New York of over 1,000 soldiers occupied Col-
lege buildings for a month; only to be replaced 
weeks later by another regiment for the same 
amount of time. When the school year opened in 
the fall of 1861, only 50 students were enrolled, 
and worries were vocalized among the faculty 
that the school might have to be suspended, or 
moved to a location up north. The following fall, 
the college opened up with only 30 students en-
rolled, and most of the campus was converted 
as a military hospital for union troops for much 
of that year. Nonetheless, the College remained 

open with a diminished, but still token enroll-
ment (not least of the sons of military officers in 
the District).

The Philodemic reflected this meager exis-
tence that nonetheless maintained continuity. 
After most of its members enlisted in April 1861 
(for both North and South), the society ceased 
operations until the following fall. It returned 
to campus for the remaining years of the war, 
a shadow of what it once was. Debate minutes 
show a preponderance of debate topics on philo-
sophical, abstract, or historical questions—even 
more than the full-headed college students of 
the antebellum period had pursued. This con-
trast is especially striking given the Philodemic 
obsession, through 1859, 1860, up to February 
1861 with “political” questions of the war: the 
possibilities of secession, Lincoln’s nomination 
and election, and the end of slavery. Indeed, it is 
notable that of the twenty-six debates in which 
Philodemic covered topics relating to seces-
sion, nullification, or union between 1830-1861, 
twenty-four occurred in 1850 or later, and ten 
occurred from 1858-1861. Despite many pro-
Southern decisions on debate merits in those 
years, Philodemic members still expressed a cer-
tain ambivalence on the righteousness of the war 
in their last two debate on the topic before the 
war’s commencement, affirming in November 
1860 “Ought the Southern States to oppose the 
coercion of any States of the Union, should any 
secede in the event of a Black Republican Presi-
dent?” by a vote of 8-1, but only three months 
later, as secession began to be put into motion, 
tied 5-5 on the debate: “Are the Southern states 
justifiable in seizing upon the property of the 
Federal Government?”6

During the war, the Philodemic muzzled it-
self. The preeminent historian of Georgetown 
University, Robert Emmett Curran, suggests that 
this was due to the well-known pro-Southern (if 
not also pro-Confederate) sympathies of the Col-
lege’s Jesuit professors and many of its Southern 
students. Indeed, when Georgetown students 
and alumni went to war, they flooded the ranks 
of the Gray far more than those of the Blue—to 
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the tune of 85% of all those who fought in the 
war. Even among students and alumni who 
hailed from Maryland—a state which remained 
in the Union camp, albeit with a good deal of 
dissent—85% crossed south to join the Confed-
eracy, a remarkable number that suggests the 
allegiances of many Georgetown alumni even 
from Union-aligned states.7 There was certainly 
a Catholic alignment to this allegiance—a good 
example might be found in Richard H. Clarke, a 
Philodemic member who we saw in Chapter 2 
offering so many toasts in the 1840s to the Union 
and against abolition. Clarke, a local of the Dis-
trict and a descendant of one of the early found-
ers of Maryland, later a New York resident in the 
1850s, was arrested in 1863 as a suspected Con-
federate spy.8 Even more infamously, James Ry-
der Randall—a member from the 1850s named 
after the Philodemic’s Jesuit founder, composed 
a Confederate anthem for his home state “Mary-
land, My Maryland” in April 1861. He did so 
upon hearing the (erroneous) news of the death 
of his former college roommate, Francis Xavier 
Ward, in a riot between Southern sympathizers 
and Northern soldiers on the streets of Baltimore. 
Randall’s injunction to “Avenge the patriotic 
gore / That flecked the streets of Baltimore” and 
his confident claim that his home state “spurns 
the Northern scum” left little to the imagination 
in the instinctive loyalty to the Southern section.9

Amidst the war’s torrents, activities at the 
College were significantly minimized. The 
Philodemic put off its traditional February 22 
celebrations for Washington’s Birthdays, and 
certainly, commemorating the anniversary of 
the Maryland Pilgrims was out of the question. 
Even its “Grand Annual” meetings—usually 
scheduled to coincide with the University com-
mencement—were moved to January to coin-
cide with the miniaturized, limited University 
exhibitions of the war years. But in the Society, 
speech making had to go on. The orator called 
upon to speak in July 1862, John C. C. Hamil-
ton (who would pass away only days after his 
address), only obliquely touched on the war, re-
marking that “amid troubles like those convulse 

the outer world, it is with peculiar delight that 
we find ourselves once more within these quiet 
precincts, where, for a brief time, at least, we can 
enjoy that peace for which so many thousand 
hearts are yearning.”10 But in a speech that called 
for a reinvigorated commitment to liberal edu-
cation—hardly an original theme for the Philo-
demic Society—he did once more transgress the 
taboo of the war, using the conflict as a justifica-
tion for studying the classics:

The Greek and Latin classics should be 
dear to the American youth. They are the 
disembodied spirits of noble nations which 
were the prototypes of our own. He should 
love the classics because he loves free in-
stitutions… but most of all he should love 
them because they will teach him noble 
sentiment, honor, justice, filial affection, 
patriotism—not that sickly, undefined spe-
cies of sentimentalism so often called pa-
triotism, but the patriotism which loves 
and respects a country’s laws, reveres its 
constitution, and clings to its liberties. We 
may not with impunity turn our eyes from 
the past. Greece had her Peloponesian war, 
where States were arrayed against States in 
deadly conflict… Rome, too, felt the terrible 
effects civil war engendered by the rival 
pretensions of Caesar and Pompey. On the 
tombs of nations, as on those of men, the 
living often read grave and solemn lessons; 
how many woes might be spared a people if 
these warnings were heeded in time.11 

If Hamilton’s call was to understand the 
war not by present political debates, but in ret-
rospective glances to the past and to the lives 
of great men, then the Philodemic certainly 
did live up to his words in the war years. As 
mentioned before, the Philodemic debated no 
topic of serious or contemporary political im-
port during the war, beyond those that were 
classic, perennial debates, like the morality of 
dueling and capital punishment. Several times 
the Philodemic debated issues regarding the 
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severity of war in the abstract, but that was as 
close as they seemed to dare to approach the 
central business of the nation. Many of the deci-
sions from debates from the early years of the 
war, moreover, were not even recorded, sug-
gesting possibly an even higher resistance to 
any sort of potential for public harmony, or at 
the very least a sloppier attitude to record tak-
ing—in either case, an ample demonstration of 
the war’s impact on the debating society. And 
silence can be taken as a message of its own. No 
record is found of any “resolutions of respect” 
offered in April 1865 on behalf of assassinated 
President Lincoln, though the Philodemic had 
regularly issued such resolutions on the deaths 
of former presidents in the past, even when 
they were not honorary members of the Soci-
ety, and on the two meetings following the 
assassination, committees were drawn up to is-
sue such resolutions for two recently deceased 
Philodemic alumni.12 Whether this is an omis-
sion in direct antipathy to Lincoln, or whether 
his death was seen as sufficiently politically di-
visive to make issuing resolutions, in both cases 
it indicates the change away from an automatic 
respect for the President.

It is hard not to read in too much from ora-
tions and debate topics from the wartime and 
postbellum years, assuming for instance that ev-
ery debate on the morality of Caesar’s assassins 
contained a veiled reference to Booth’s murder 
of Lincoln, when in fact Philodemic had debated 
this topic many times before the war, let alone 
Lincoln’s assassination. J. Fairfax McLaughlin’s 
1864 address on Sir Thomas More—“a good man 
in a bad age”—with its bold claim that “virtue 
can make no compromise with vice” is one such 
example of a source we might take to have deep 
political overtones, though it is hard to prove 
clearly.13 But Philodemic speakers—more dra-
matic perhaps, than even the average orator—
were often explicit enough to avoid such a resort 
to implications and inferences. The 1865 exhi-
bition day speaker, James Wise, with the war’s 
conclusion fast approaching, used its lessons to 

urge a conservative perspective towards politi-
cal reform:

The enemies of republican institutions may 
point to the present unhappy condition of 
our country as an evidence that self-rule 
is destined to be short-lived on this conti-
nent; but the American can point them to 
the fact, that even among the revolution-
ists of his country self-rule has not lost its 
devoted adherents, its earnest defenders. 
They may wish to change the form; they can 
never consent to change the substance… 
Where will [the American] find a govern-
ment whose fundamental principles have 
been less vague or uncertain? Where have 
the great ends of all good government more 
successfully attained? … All the powers of 
our government being so nicely balanced, 
must we not now view with alarm any at-
tempt to touch that balance, the disturbance 
of which may bring confusion on the nation. 
Fidelity to its principles will insure us all 
the advantages of good government. Hasty 
legislation, enacting to-day and rescinding 
to-morrow, is a reproach to any government 
professing stability… The subject of reform, 
then, of any of the fundamental principles 
of our Government demands at least the de-
liberation that attended its formation.14

Already, Philodemicians were anticipat-
ing the end of the war and potential political 
reform that might accompany it—and, relying 
on their traditional commitment to a limited 
conception of “liberty,” warning against quick 
measures. Wise’s suggestion that the South’s 
cause was based on a common commitment to 
“self-rule” reflects another symptomatic Con-
federate sympathy—and a line of argument that 
would manifest itself over time in the postwar 
“Lost Cause” mythology of Southerners and 
sympathetic Northerners. Part of that mythol-
ogy, historians like Caroline Janney and David 
Blight tell us, was the belief that the Confeder-
ate cause was anchored not in the “minor” issue 
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of slavery, but the substantive issue of state’s 
rights, sovereignty, and self-rule, and that the 
soldiers of Dixie were merely trying to follow in 
the steps of their Founding Fathers, in the “Spirit 
of ’76.” This was an argument that the Philode-
mician—firmly committed to holding the value 
of “liberty,” however defined, above all else, 
together with the ancestor worship of founders 
like Washington—could appreciate.

But sympathy for such arguments needed to 
be preceded by a genuine desire for reconcilia-
tion. We find ample evidence for this in the re-
union, mentioned above, that the Philodemic 
conducted on behalf of the College in 1867. As 
the College began to recover in the years after 
1865, such a reunion—a proto-University-wide 
reunion, in this case organized around a debat-
ing and literary society devoted to questions of 
liberty and democracy—was bound to touch on 
political questions, and those of the war’s after-
math, at least tangentially. The April 1867 invita-
tion to alumni asked those not able to attend to 
send in an autographed portrait of themselves 
for preservation in University archives, and a 
“toast or sentiment” to be read at the celebration. 
Alumni from across the newly reconstituted 
Union—from Texas to Louisiana to Maine—
sent in long and short “sentiments” that made 
it clear they saw such a university reunion as 
symbolic and portentous of a wider, ideological, 
and national reunion after the civil war. Indeed, 
many stated this explicitly; one letter offered a 
toast simply to “[t]he reunion of the members 
of the Philodemic Society—an emblem—may it 
be a forerunner of the speedy & happy reunion 
of all the states of our Republic.”15 The author 
of that toast was from a Maryland slaveholding 
family, and the brother of a Confederate veter-
an.16 Another, from a former Union army officer, 
toasted, “Our once happy country—may this re-
union typify the good feeling and harmony that 
will soon pervade all sections of our beloved 
land.”17 Hopes for a happy and conflict-free re-
union were by no means limited to the South, 
as significant scholarly research has shown.18 
What the toasts of the Philodemic make clear is 

that these men saw reunion primarily in terms of 
emotional and ideological reconciliation, not in 
economic restoration or concrete political steps. 

A scholar of Civil War memory, Caroline E. 
Janney, has understood herein the difference be-
tween “reunion,” a legal reality after 1865, and 
“reconciliation,” the harder-to-define question 
of individual feelings, sentiment, harmony, and 
forgiveness, whether a “performance, a gesture, 
or a ritual.”19 The contemporary word used for 
the dinner toast—a “sentiment”—accurately de-
scribes the public and forensic purpose of such 
a toast—a kind of sentimentality. A nostalgic re-
union of sentiment is what the college professors 
hoped for Georgetown’s 1867 celebration, and a 
national reunion of sentiment is what the alumni 
attendees hoped that such a celebration would 
portend for the recovering country.

It should be said that by no means were all 
Georgetown alumni starkly optimistic about the 
prospects for reunion. Indeed, many were left 
economically devastated by the war, and were 
scarcely able to make a costly trip across the 
country to their alma mater for a rhetorical cel-
ebration, no matter how fond the ties of nostal-
gia were. Moreover, many letters sent in betray 
a starkly pessimistic attitude, and are evidence 
of the unsettled political state of the country. A 
letter from a Texas resident and Confederate vet-
eran, Edward Pye, sounded a distinctly somber 
note:

Political degradation—social ruin—the fu-
ture gloomy & uncertain—the present filled 
with the stern duties of life—the incessant 
struggle for bread! – cultivated men at the 
plow – women at the wash – lib & the nee-
dle! With all this – you can readily imag-
ine that we have little time for the pleasant 
memories of Lang Syne – nevertheless, I can 
say for myself, that it would give me the 
greatest pleasure to spend a day amid the 
shades of old Georgetown College and the 
pleasant memories that would meet me at 
every turn.20
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Rhetorical and forensic exploits could not 
heal all material, economic, and social wounds 
left by the devastation of war. But for those who 
did believe in the unifying power of rhetoric and 
forensic reunion—or, alternatively, collegiate 
pride and nostalgia—what distinctive mecha-
nism did they believe it was that could break 
apart the stubbornly divisive feelings of North 
and South, of regional antipathy and political 
stalemate? This was often unclear. The fact that 
such hopes for reunion spontaneously arose on 
hearing of the coming celebration, is made clear 
by a letter from an alumnus Robert Ray, who 
wrote, in a fashion typical of many:

It has occurred to me that no more timely 
step could have been taken for a Reunion of 
the members of the Philodemic Society than 
now—scattered, as they are, through every 
state of our widely extended country—
holding, no doubt, different views on the 
subjects that have been settled by a desper-
ate war just ended, it will be a grand sight to 
see them gathered around the festive board 
proposed by Alma Mater, where they will 
have a chance to obliterate all differences 
of opinion, that has tended to activate them 
since they left her sacred walls. 21

But what was the singular quality of the com-
ing reunion that offered the potential to “oblit-
erate all differences of opinion” among alumni? 
Was it the unifying effect of a national religious 
university, replete with the calming, spiritually 
affirming presence of the Jesuit priests? The op-
portunity to celebrate something—anything—in 
the aftermath of the war? Or the ideologically 
driven mission of the Philodemic Society, de-
voted, however circumspectly and abstractly, 
to a specific conception of liberty and national 
pride? One last toast sent in from Cincinnati, 
offered,

To the Philosophy Class of 1856… though 
scattered over the face of the Globe; though 
mountains & rivers are between us; though 

civil discord and strife have torn us asunder; 
ay! Even though the black [?] of the grave 
may be yawning between us, we are still to 
one another, one heart, one in sentiments, 
one in brotherly love, and our earnest is; the 
uninterrupted prosperity and success of our 
alma mater.

Perhaps it was the spirit of Georgetown, of 
old college days and old friends from a simpler 
time, that brought these alumni from disparate 
political and regional backgrounds. It is worth 
noting that the proposed poet, George H. Miles 
(not a Philodemic or Georgetown alumnus, 
but a graduate of the Catholic college of Mt. St. 
Mary's) was the author of "God Save the South," 
the unofficial anthem of the Confederacy. At the 
1867 reunion, James Ryder Randall was chosen 
over Miles as poet for the next year's Grand An-
nual meeting, with Miles as his substitute. But 
at the same meeting, the Philodemic voted to 
make General Horace Porter, a major Union mil-
itary commander during the war, an honorary 
member of the Society, so perhaps the Society 
was true to its more or less explicit mission of 
reconciliation.22

The orator at the 1867 reunion, Alexan-
der Dimitry, who had served as an assistant 
postmaster for the Confederacy, issued an-
other call—symptomatic of many Philodemic 
speeches in these years—for a reinvigorated lib-
eral education, inculcated by virtue and truth, to 
guide American youth.23 By implication, Dimitry 
seemed to be eager to lay the troubles of recent 
times at the feet of moral or social failings, not 
political differences. Urging the students in his 
audience to learn from “this premature experi-
ence of the deadliness of fanatical madness and 
rival ambitions” he struck out at the real offend-
ers of the recent war:

Still, in the roar of all devouring cupidity—
in the maelstrom of passionate greed—in 
the extravagance of an insatiate luxury—in 
the fanaticism of pretended reformers—and 
mainly in the vulgar ambition of political 
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charlatans—many might trace the cause of 
much of the horrors which have sundered 
the bonds of brotherhood, convulsed the 
country to its foundations, appalled the 
sensibilities of mankind, and hunted out all 
feeling of truth from the heart.24

Such sentiments do not exactly seem fitting 
for a celebration that modeled reconciliation. 
The call for fanaticism in particular seems to 
have been a reiteration of pre-war Southern sen-
timents against the irresponsible fanaticism of 
Northern abolitionists. But Dimitry’s solution—
a new moral commitment and social hierar-
chy—was classically Catholic in its commitment 
to religious ideals over civic solutions, offering 
a strong contrast to the anti-religious, heavily 
political moral rhetoric of Philodemic speakers 
before the war:

It is not in human power long to preserve 
the moral being called Society, if it be re-
duced to the control of merely material in-
terests. Its path is marked like the orbit of 
planets in the heavens. Like them it has laws 
which cannot be violated with impunity. 
They rest of religious faith—on the slavery 
of duty—on submission to the laws—on the 
obligations of filial piety—on the reverence 
of parental authority, and on the reciprocal 
loving-kindness—the contrast of selfish-
ness—which convert the members of a great 
body into one great family.25

In fact, Dimitry’s sketch is compelling in its 
uniting traditional Southern claims to a positive 
social hierarchy with a Catholic commitment to 
the same—traditionally, the Catholic Church 
had not opposed slavery if reciprocal moral ob-
ligations between slave and slave-owner were 
preserved and pursued.26 The largely Protestant 
slaveholding elite of the South had advocated 
a similar code of slavery and Southern society, 
perhaps best known according to the slavery 
as a “positive good” argument of John C. Cal-
houn. To hear the loud, ringing echoes of such 

an argument in the immediate aftermath of the 
South’s defeat and emancipation may seem jar-
ring. But it is also a reminder that even when 
citizens of North and South came together after 
1865 with the expressed wish of reunion, they 
did so to pursue reunion on their own terms.27 
Clearly, for Dimitry, that meant the Southern 
values of hierarchy, authority, duty, contrasted 
with the supposed fanaticism and commercial 
greed of the North.

In understanding the kind of celebration 
that transpired in July 1867, we might do well 
to consult the fact that at the celebration, a letter 
was read from former Confederate commander 
Robert E. Lee, in which he accepted honorary 
membership in the Society.28 Lee had emerged 
after the war as the champion of a distinctive 
Southern form of reconciliation, publicly con-
ceding defeat and pledging to be above the po-
litical disputes of the post-war period, even as he 
privately conceded that this was done for more 
pragmatic than ideological reasons, to reassume 
leadership and rebuild the South after the war.29 
I suggest that we can understand the kind of rec-
onciliation adumbrated at the 1867 reunion by 
using Lee as a de facto model. The majority of the 
audience in attendance were likely of Southern 
sympathies, but were reunited at a college with 
former classmates who had fought for both sides 
and who resided in all parts of the newly rees-
tablished Union. Even the 14 student members 
of Philodemic in attendance at the celebration 
reflected this diversity: three each from Mary-
land and Mexico, two from D.C., and one each 
from Florida, New York, Pennsylvania, Virginia, 
Georgia, Connecticut, and South Carolina.30

Another may be found in the surge of “rec-
onciliationist” efforts that began in the nation es-
pecially in the 1880s, which purposefully forgot 
the questions so often litigated in the immediate 
decade and a half of the war’s end of right vs. 
wrong and the Confederate vs. Union causes. 
Instead, “a new national memory of reconcilia-
tion… triumphed over earlier memories of the 
war,” allowing veterans of both sides to come 
together in a mutual atmosphere of respect, 
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fraternity, with a common desire to remember 
some aspects of the conflict, and forget others. 
The best examples of this phenomenon were the 
so-called “Blue-Gray reunions” of the 1880s, fre-
quently seen at veteran meetings on battlefields 
and commemorative sites, where Confederate 
and Union veterans “embrac[ed] in the spirit 
of brotherly love and American progress” and 
“mutually (if silently) agreed not to discuss the 
causes or consequences of the war.”31

Indeed, such a description, though applied 
to events that historians have claimed only truly 
begun a decade and a half after the event in 
question, seems to describe almost perfectly the 
1867 Philodemic reunion, showcasing a style of 
reconciliation advanced for its time. What was 
unique about the celebration, I suggest, was the 
use of a college reunion as a pivot for a differ-
ent kind of national reunion. Instead of a battle-
field commemoration, a college reunion was one 
of the few places in this time period in which 
Americans of different allegiances and sectional 
loyalties could come together around a common, 
optimistic spirit explicitly committed to reunion.

Two pieces of verse offered at the 1867 re-
union—one, a lengthy thematic poem entitled 
“Peace” and the other a song based on “Auld 
Lang Syne”—make that clear. The first, despite 
its title, includes lengthy battle scenes yet still 
offers, “Yet now the flush is over, let us think: / 
Is Peace mere rest, and shall we feast and drink, 
/ Laugh and make merry, fling all care away, /
And live once more our idle holiday?”32 Cer-
tainly the participants of the celebration did not 
entirely forget the war, as the eighteen stanzas of 
the poem on “Peace” largely consumed by con-
sideration of wartime scenes, implies. But still, 
the atmosphere for celebration, for a holiday 
from the aftermath of a conflict that was itself 
a hangover Americans still wanted to wake up 
from. The anthem of the reunion, a modified ver-
sion of the famous Scottish ballad, also demon-
strates the desire to use the friends of yesteryear 
and the nostalgia of the campus to fully end the 
hostilities of war:

Since then we’ve seen both time and war 
With ruthless hand combine, 
To sever wide and scatter far 
The Friends of auld lang syne
…
But now ‘tis over, and once more 
Our yearning hearts incline, 
Our steps from many a distant shore, 
Towards scenes of auld lang syne.33

Compare the above poems to one offered 
at the next Philodemic reunion in 1871, whose 
composer, in similar language, posits Alma Ma-
ter as a refuge from life’s rough struggles, but 
not the martial ones described four years prior. 
The nostalgia remains the same, but the sanctu-
ary of one’s old college campus is appropriated 
for different oratorical purposes: 

Returned to this revered Retreat, 
Whose hallowed walls, to me, repeat 
The story of a time replete 
With happiness—
…
My Alma Mater’s tranquil shades 
A beauty ills that never fades; 
Her bounds the peace of God pervades 
And sanctifies.34

If a reader were to make the assumption that 
Philodemicians seemed to have eschewed ora-
tory for poetry in these years, it would not be an 
idle guess. Charles James, the keynote speaker at 
the 1874 reunion—the last the Philodemic would 
offer—sounded a note that was practically 
against the very basis of the Society’s self-image: 
the power of oratory to influence, to persuade, 
and to inspire. Giving a narrative description of 
the Webster-Hayne debates of almost half a cen-
tury prior (occurring, by no small coincidence, 
in the same year of the Philodemic’s founding), 
renowned to be one of the heights of oratorical 
prowess, he nonetheless claims that there were 
certain political advances that eloquence could 
not overcome, not while the sectionalism of the 
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South could never co-exist with the unionism of 
the nation as a whole. Yet even so

For thirty long years afterwards we clung, 
North and South alike, to our boyish faith 
that eloquence could save us. We still ar-
gued, we persuaded, we recriminated, we 
denied, we descended to objurgation, we 
argued and persuaded again… It seemed 
impossible to comprehend that our dis-
agreement was one no words could settle; 
that our dispute was of things and forces, not 
of voluntary and controllable purposes.35

Recognizing his mixed audience, he apolo-
gized if his recollections prompts any “heart-
ache” in his listeners, which is not intended, but 

a Society which professes the culture of elo-
quence will not shrink from remembering 
as well the hour of its failure as the hour of 
its triumph; and if we differ in our estimate 
of the past, you will deem it one of your 
own duties, as the orators of the future, not 
merely to tolerate, but to cherish and pro-
mote the frank expression of sincere convic-
tions, as the habit of all Americans.

It seems almost impossible that an alumnus of 
such a society at the Philodemic, committed and 
reaffirmed at each celebration, lecture, debate, and 
reunion to “Eloquence in the Defense of Liberty” 
that any could concede any failure of eloquence. 
But according to James, the orator of the future 
must return to a moral purpose and activity, for 
“The soul of a nation needs saving as much as 
the soul of a man, and there must be someone to 
preach to it; there must be orators to wake its con-
science, to move its heart, to persuade its will.”36

For this speaker, the war had forever changed 
the nature of oratory—the nation had altered 
its focus from sectional politics to the politics 
of commerce and business. But there was still 
a role for the budding debaters and orators in 
the Philodemic society—to understand liberty 
anew, and return to a different kind of politics. 

James’ speech ended with an appeal to state 
sovereignty, while acknowledging the tense 
meaning of this call in the postwar year, and 
his parting wish was that his student audience 
would “become, from this time, in the truest and 
highest sense, politicians.”37 

The Philodemic of the first forty-five years 
had not aimed to create politicians—men of pub-
lic service and civic exemplars, but not a more 
limited example of a civic politician. It is hard 
to mark, in any institution, a time of extreme 
change, a point of discontinuity from which 
we can fence out absolute differences. But the 
mid 1870s seems an apt choice for a shift in the 
Philodemic Society’s consideration of liberty 
and nation. As its debates started to slowly leave 
behind the more abstract debates of old, in 1874 
a Georgetown alumnus and eminent local judge 
endowed an award of a gold medal to be won in 
a prize debate by the Philodemic’s best speakers. 
The inaugural prize debate, on April 22, 1875, 
asked, “Should the Federal Government grant 
subsidies to Railroad Corporations?” It was a 
far cry from the very first debate topic in 1830 of 
“Whether Napoleon Bonaparte or George Wash-
ington was the greater man?”38 The country had 
changed, so had the college debating society, 
and so had the Philodemic Society of George-
town University.

Conclusion
Few modern-day observers would expect that 
even a nineteenth century society dedicated to 
“Eloquence in the Defense of Liberty” would 
have a perfect record when it came to the fast-
paced, emerging moral and political issues of 
the age. But when it took on issues of liberty—in 
debate topics and printed, annual orations, in 
dinner toasts, eulogies, and sponsored celebra-
tions of patriotic or religious resonance—a less 
chequered record might have been anticipated. 
In so many topics—conflicting religious free-
dom for Catholics and Mormons, the continuity 
of slavery before the Civil War and reconcilia-
tion after, American expansionism abroad—the 
Philodemic pursued a rhetorical path whose end 



Utraque Unum—Spring 2020 & Spring 2021   |   115

|   Jonathan Marrow

goal did not always seem to be one of ideological 
and practical liberty.

What is so surprising about this fact is not that 
the Philodemic did not always preach a single, 
consistent ideology of liberty. For instance, in 
the 1850s, the Philodemic celebrated several an-
niversary celebrations of the original Catholic 
settlers of Maryland, religious refugees seeking 
civil and religious freedom, claiming it as the 
Catholic-American heritage in the new Republic. 
Amidst the rising tide of Know-Nothing nativist 
politics, these Philodemic celebrations quickly be-
came less about symbolically placing themselves 
in the history of America, and more of a practical 
political purpose to fend off bigoted anti-Catholic 
political attacks throughout the country. It could 
even exert such a defense in a way that did not 
rely on Catholic-exceptionalism, but was instead 
committed to an ecumenical, broad-tent ideal of 
religious freedom. Yet in the same decade, Philo-
demic’s Catholic members could debate several 
resolutions about toleration of the emerging faith 
of Mormonism and negate the American tradi-
tion of religious liberty that they in so many other 
contexts, hailed, celebrated, and to which they 
had proclaimed their undying commitment. One 
resolution on Mormonism even read, “The Con-
stitution promises civil and religious liberty to 
every citizen of these United States; should then 
Mormonism be tolerated?”

Indeed, what is surprising about the Philo-
demic’s stance on many issues like these is how 
insistently it simultaneously proclaimed its com-
mitment to liberty; how it held the concept of lib-
erty up as the American sine qua non, the basic 
organizing principle around which America was 
based and founded. How could Americans so 
self-consciously devoted to certain ideals at the 
expense of personal biases and more material 
concerns like regional loyalties and partisan con-
cerns, so often get it wrong?

The answer is that Philodemicians could not 
always transcend the very biases—the prejudices 
and passions—that they sought to throw off. In 
the aftermath of the Civil War, Philodemicians 
came back to campus from states devastated by 

the conflict; finding in their old, schoolboy home 
and former forensic endeavors, a respite from 
the division that had not ended with the cancel-
lation of hostilities, and perhaps a hope for fu-
ture diminutions, reconciliation, and reunion. In 
other cases, they were unable to move from the 
ideal of a “liberty,” associated with the founding 
revolutionary generation of heroes like Washing-
ton and Jefferson, to a more practical, contem-
porary liberty. Liberty came across in speeches 
as an abstract, over-intellectualized concept, 
which could shed little light or influence on 
current questions of the day. Indeed, “liberty” 
showed up almost non-stop in the speeches of 
Philodemic orations at its major events—Wash-
ington’s Birthday, Independence Day, College 
Commencement, Pilgrim’s Anniversaries—but 
rarely in its debate topics, except in two cases: 
historical debates about past political events, or 
“liberty of the Press” which became a frequent 
refrain in certain years.

What then can the Philodemic’s ideologi-
cal relationship—however complicated—with 
“liberty” inform us? The Philodemic, a small, 
elite literary debating society at the principal 
Catholic college in the United States still forms 
a very small sample size indeed. It gives us only 
a small hint about how elite Catholics of the an-
tebellum and immediate post-bellum circum-
scribed political, literary, moral, and historical 
issues around the ideal of a distinctly American 
“liberty.” Nevertheless, the Philodemic Soci-
ety forms a window into Catholic-Americans 
teaches us about the American literary society 
and nineteenth century University, by showing 
how their rare religious and ethnic identity in-
fluenced and inflected the normal activities of 
the American college and debating club. Philo-
demic speeches, toasts, and debates reveal to us 
how Catholics combined—or did not combine—
their local religious and ethnic political ideas 
with broader national ideas of patriotism and 
national distinctiveness.

1830 was an inflection point for the American 
Catholic community, the beginning of a new wave 
of European Catholic immigration with myriad 



116   |  Utraque Unum—Spring 2020 & Spring 2021

History of the Philodemic Society, Pt. IV   |

sociopolitical ramifications on this domestic re-
ligious community. Over the course of the next 
several decades, Catholics went from being on 
a trajectory towards greater political, social, and 
economic integration to a more exclusive, iso-
lated divide. Catholic colleges—Georgetown 
among them—turned away from ecumenical, 
non-denominational enrollments, towards re-
cruiting and focusing more heavily on Catholics 
and Catholics alone—indeed, it was not until the 
1850s that the first Catholic school which limited 
enrollment to Catholics alone was founded. Yet 
coincidentally, 1830 was also the year in which a 
society that purported to transcend the American 
and Catholic divides was founded. It professed an 
enlightenment-based, distinctly “modern” con-
cept of liberty at the time when the institutional 
Catholic Church in Europe was doing the exact 
opposite. It sought not Catholic-exceptionalism, 
but integration of Catholics into the American 
story. In many ways, at many events, it tried to 
out-do “native” Americans at their own game of 
patriotism.

But Georgetown—and the Philodemic — 
could not escape the trends of the national 
community. In the generation after the Civil 
War, Georgetown’s enrollment steadily became 
more and more Catholic, and its commitment 
was no longer its original one to the bridging 
of the national capital with Catholic spiritual-
ity. The Philodemic too, moved from deeper 

philosophical questions to more mundane ques-
tions of railroad policy and tax rates. In some 
ways, this tracked with the larger national trend 
toward professionalization of degrees and the 
systemization of the research university, away 
from the more holistic ideal of the liberal arts col-
lege in the Jesuit tradition that Georgetown had 
ably represented. But the shift also represented a 
turning away from what had been a distinctive 
commitment to the merging of the American and 
Catholic ideals, a trend that would not resurface 
in force until well into the twentieth century, 
reaching its peak and culmination at the Second 
Vatican Council (1962 – 1965).39

American historians have long undervalued 
the Catholic-American experience in writing 
nineteenth century history. Tracing the history 
of the college debating society—and the experi-
ence of those societies at Catholic schools—of-
fers an important starting point to overcome this 
longstanding exclusion. For a brief moment in 
the nineteenth century, in a small plot of land in 
the District of Columbia, to be Catholic was to 
be American, to be American was to be indebted 
to Catholic history, and to be Catholic-American 
was to have a special relationship with liberty. 
In these pages, I have endeavored to show this 
extraordinary phenomenon—distinctive for its 
time—up close, in its many permutations, as 
many as the surviving written and printed re-
cords of a collegiate debating society allow.
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