
Mission Statement

Elements, the undergraduate research journal of Boston College, showcases the varied 

research endeavors of fellow undergraduates to the greater academic community. By 

fostering intellectual curiosity and discussion, the journal strengthens and affirms the 

community of undergraduate students at Boston College. 

E



Elements
Spring 2014



Thanks

We would like to thank Boston College, the Institute for the Liberal 
Arts, and the Office of the Dean for the College of Arts and Sciences 
for the financial support that makes this issue possible.

Questions & Contributions

If you have any questions, please contact the journal at  
elements@bc.edu. The next deadline is Friday, April 25, 2014. All 
submissions can be sent to elements.submissions@gmail.com. Visit 
our website at www.bc.edu/elements for updates and further 
information.

Cover

© Claudiad/iStockPhoto

Periodicity
Elements is published twice an academic year in the fall and spring 
semesters.

The information provided by our contributors is not independently verified by Elements.

The materials presented represent the personal opinions of the individual authors and do 
not necessarily represent the views of Elements or the Boston College community.

Elements, Undergraduate Research Journal, Volume 10, Issue 1, Spring 2013

Boston College, 140 Commonwealth Avenue, Service Building 103,
Chestnut Hill, MA 02467
Printed by Kirkwood Printing,904 Main Street, Wilmington, MA 01887

Copyright © 2013 by the Trustees of Boston College

Elements Staff

Editor-in-chief
Emily Simon

Managing Editor
Brandon Bavier

Deputy Editor
Eric Tracz

Layout Editor
Frank A. Direnno

Humanities
Grace West, Senior Editor

Patty Owens, Senior Editor

Marie Pellissier, Editor

Lydia Orr, Editor

Marissa Marandola, Editor

Sciences
Frank A. Direnno, Senior Editor

Corleone Delaveris, Senior Editor

Alexander Tingle, Editor

Saljooq M. asif, Editor

Ellen white, Editor

Alex Gilligan, Editor

Anna Whitham. Editor

Media & Advertising
Grace West, Senior Editor

patty Owens, Senior Editor

Web Design
Mike henry, Senior Editor

Faculty Advisor
Elizabeth Chadwick



It may be argued that fiction exists to make the real world manageable. Nar-
ratives weave together the messy strings of life by imposing upon its chaos 
plot arcs, recognizable archetypes, and the promise of a resolution. Stories 
make of history something coherently meaningful and easier to stomach, 
restoring to it the unities of time, place, and action that life never had in the 
first place.

Though it is a comfortable impulse, something is always left out in the 
process. The tendency to order is also an alluring—and in cases of writing 
historical narratives, potentially dangerous—tendency to reduce. To make 
clean cuts and instill unities is tantamount to framing a very small portion 
of a very large painting: the manageable result remains aesthetically pleas-
ing, but a whole outer world that goes unnoticed. Often more important to 
our construction of history than the truth of “what really happened” is the 
way that we have framed what has passed. How we make sense out of what 
terrifies us with its dearth—or more terrifically, its excess—of meaning is 
the truly revelatory aspect of the human narrative.

March 8 of this year will mark the tenth anniversary of hockey player Todd 
Bertuzzi’s vicious on-ice assault on rival Steve Moore. Though the contested 
hit transpired during only seconds of game time, the conversation and in-
terpretation that it generated has occupied athletic discourse for almost a 
decade. Jen Dobias’ article Sometimes Sorry is Never Enough explores the 
way in which this brief moment of history became an infamous story, and 
the media and legal pandemonium that over-determined its significance. 
She explores the way in which a single moment in time—a loose, dangling 
thread in life—has been woven and re-woven into our cultural narrative, 
and has crystallized into a pervasive rhetorical trope. The legacy of the event 
persists even today, not least of all because the long-awaited trial involving 
Bertuzzi and Moore is scheduled to occur on September 8 of this year.

This issue of Elements explores that tenuous border between fact and fic-
tion, and the dangers incumbent between those who fail to see their inti-
mate inextricability. We may not be able to go so far as to claim, as Oscar 

Wilde once did, that “Life imitates Art,” but it would be foolish—and even 
treacherous—to ignore the fundamental interdependence between life and 
its representations to which his famous epigram speaks. Marissa Maran-
dola’s The Odds in its Favor explains the runaway success of Suzanne Col-
lins’ The Hunger Games trilogy in exactly such terms: young adults de-
voured the novels because they located within them the travails of their 
existence within America’s Great Recession society. Our cover article, Altru-
ism or Imperialism?, challenges the traditional recounting of the Five-Day 
war between Russia and Georgia, revealing its motivations and ramifica-
tions to be—as is always the case—more complex and less lucid than the 
story of history has made it out to be. Both Breaking the Normative and The 
Anthropological Machine seek to rewrite social narratives of desire by re-
considering and redefining what society has so long condemned as aber-
rant.

There are the meta-narrative resonances too: in culling, editing, and circu-
lating a research journal, we too are composing the narrative that purports 
to carve out the gap between fact and fiction, while instead blurring that 
self-same line. Elements is itself a text, in dialogue with all of the written 
and recorded narratives it analyzes in this issue. We hope that we have giv-
en voice to a myriad of historical, literary, and ethical stories in this issue—
all of them true, and false, in turn. Happy reading!

Best,

Emily Simon

Editor-in-chief

Editor’s Note
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March 8 of this year marks the tenth anniversary of Todd Bertuzzi’s infamous on-ice 

attack on Steve Moore. Although he apologized sincerely at the time and has made 

steps to revive his NHL career, Bertuzzi is still most known for this violent episode 

and is cast as a villain for his actions. The purpose of this article is to explore why 

Bertuzzi has never been, and likely will never be, fully forgiven. It begins by using 

Benoit’s theory of image restoration to critique his two most prominent public 

statements. Tyler’s work on the legal implications of apologizing is then used to 

explain why he has done little to try to clear his name as more ugly details about the 

case have made headlines. This article goes beyond evaluating the effectiveness of 

his public statements. It applies Birkland’s vision of a focusing event, in conjunction 

with Kruse’s work on the distinctive nature of sports apologies, to explain why he 

has yet to restore his reputation even though his apologies fit the norms estab-

lished by Benoit and others. In Bertuzzi’s case, sorry will never be enough because 

his attack threatened the NHL and has since crystallized into a particularly salient 

rhetorical symbol.

Sometimes, Sorry is Never Enough
The Todd Bertuzzi Incident Explored

Jen Dobias



Overview of the Bertuzzi Incident
On March 8, 2004, the Colorado Avalanche and Vancou-
ver Canucks met in Vancouver for a battle for first place in 
the Northwest Division.1 It was a rough game from the 
start: there were three fights in the first period alone, and 
the Avalanche held a 5-0 lead by the end of the period.2 
During the first intermission, “NHL executive vice-presi-
dent Colin Campbell and director of officiating Andy van 
Hellemond placed a phone call to [the] referees…to discuss 
the potential for additional fights or other events during 
the lopsided game.”3 These NHL executives were right to 
be worried: the violence would escalate to extreme, almost 
unprecedented, levels after Colorado lengthened its lead to 
7-2 early in the third period.4 

At 8:41 in the third period, Vancouver’s Todd Bertuzzi 
chased Colorado’s Steve Moore down the ice. When Moore, 
who had been involved in one of the fights in the first pe-
riod, did not respond, Bertuzzi grabbed him by the back of 
his jersey.5 Moore’s back was turned when Bertuzzi 
punched him in the head and drove him to the ice face 
first.6 On the air, Vancouver radio play-by-play man John 
Shorthouse called what Bertuzzi did a “‘cheap shot, sucker 
punch from behind.’”7 As Moore lay face down on the ice 
in a pool of blood, fights broke out among Avalanche and 
Canucks players.8 It took 10 minutes for the trainers to get 
Moore onto a stretcher and off the ice, and Bertuzzi was 
thrown out of the game for attempt to injure.9 “The punch 
was witnessed by more than 18,000 people at the arena 
and [was] shown repeatedly in TV clips broadcast across 
North America and Europe.”10 Bertuzzi was suspended in-
definitely that night, and Avalanche general manager 
Pierre Lacroix said that Bertuzzi’s punch was “‘the cheap-
est shot I’ve ever seen’” on a televised news conference the 
next day.11 

What damaged Bertuzzi’s reputation even more was that 
his attack was seen from the beginning as retaliation for 
Moore’s un-penalized hit on Vancouver captain Markus 
Naslund earlier in the year. Colorado player Derek Morris 
told reporters: “‘It was disgusting…I haven’t seen anything 
like that in my seven years of playing hockey. This was pre-
meditated; this was the worst thing I’ve seen.’”12 ESPN’s 
game recap from that night also insinuated a connection 
by describing the aftermath of Moore’s hit on Naslund:

Moore delivered the hit last month that knocked Canucks cap-
tain Markus Naslund out for three games with a concussion. 
Canucks tough guy Brad May talked about a bounty after that 

Feb. 16 game, but he backed off those comments. The teams 
played to a 5-5 tie without incident last Wednesday.13 

May’s direct quote also appeared in some articles: “‘There’s 
definitely a bounty on his [Moore’s] head. Clean hit or not, 
that’s our best player and you respond. It’s going to be fun 
when we get him.’”14 Some articles quoted Bertuzzi him-
self; he said Moore was “‘a piece of s—.’”15 And, on March 
9, the stakes were raised. The Vancouver police announced 
that they were investigating the incident and that Bertuzzi 
faced an assault charge.16 In fact, “the legal response to this 
incident was so immediate that police officers began inter-
viewing fans, players, trainers, coaches, and administra-
tive personnel who were in attendance.”17 Because of the 
potential for a long suspension or even jail time, this inci-
dent threatened his reputation and playing career, and 
Bertuzzi had to respond.

Benoit’s Theory of Image Restoration
Professor William Benoit offers a framework that can be 
used to understand the strategies that people or corpora-
tions use to repair their images in the wake of a crisis, such 
as the Bertuzzi incident. He argues that an attack, which 
holds a person or company responsible for an offensive 
act, prompts a response. In looking at an attack, “percep-
tions are more important than reality,” which means that, 
so long as the relevant audiences believe that the person is 
responsible and that his or her actions are heinous, a re-
sponse is necessitated.18 Benoit then outlines five catego-
ries of image repair strategies: denial, evasion of responsi-
bility, reducing offensiveness of event, corrective action, 
and mortification.19

Most of Benoit’s categories have variants. Denial includes 
simple denial, asserting that one did not perform the act, 
and shifting the blame, claiming that another party is re-
sponsible. Evasion of responsibility has four variants: peo-
ple can say their actions were instigated by another party 
(provocation), can minimize the problem or damage (min-
imization), can say that it was an accident or can assert that 
they had good intentions in performing the action.20 They 
can also promise to take corrective action, including fixing 
the current problem and working to prevent future ones. 
Reducing offensiveness of the event has six subsets: bol-
stering, minimization, differentiation, transcendence, at-
tacking the accuser, and compensating the victim. For the 
purpose of this article, bolstering, differentiation, tran-
scendence and attacking the accuser must be examined 
more closely. Benoit writes that “a rhetor may use bolster-
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ing to strength the audience’s positive feelings towards the 
accused offsetting the negative feelings toward the wrong-
ful act.”21 People can also “employ differentiation, in which 
the act is distinguished from other similar but more of-
fensive actions.”22 Transcendence “attempts to place the 
act in a more favorable context.”23 Attacking the accuser 
involves trying to reduce his or her credibility.24 

Mortification is Benoit’s final strategy and involves con-
fessing and asking for forgiveness.25 When using the mor-
tification strategy, an individual admits to committing the 
act and expresses remorse. Benoit also contends that if 
people demonstrate “a professed willingness to suffer” the 
consequences of their actions, audiences may be more 
likely to view their apology as sincere, and audiences that 
perceive an apology as sincere are more likely to forgive 
the transgression.26 Benoit admits that “the potential 
drawback for this strategy is that it might invite lawsuits 
from victims” but does recommend in an earlier work that 
“‘those guilty of wrong-doing accept their responsibility 
immediately and apologize.’”27 After examining the litera-

ture on image restoration strategies used specifically by 
athletes, it becomes clear that mortification is the corner-
stone of sports apologies. 

Apologia and Sports
In her seminal work on apologia in team sports, Kruse as-
serts that sports figures often engage in three particular 
strategies: they “bolster by aligning themselves with the 
sports they represent and by asserting their attitudes to-
ward the game are positives,” “are likely to say, ‘I’m sorry,’ 
and express regret for their conduct,” and “rarely elaborate 
upon the circumstances in which they were involved.28 
She writes that “these apologists verbalize their remorse so 
frequently that this can be identified as a convention of the 
discourse” and that their statements tend to be “brief and 
general.”29 One of Kruse’s most important contributions is 
her idea that, because winning is everything, athletes can 
redeem themselves through their actions on the playing 
field. She points out that because “the concept of winning 
dominates the team sport ethic,” players can restore their 
reputations by helping their teams win and by displaying 
the proper loyalty and commitment to winning.30

Jerome takes Kruse’s work further in her examination of 
NASCAR driver Tony Stewart’s campaign to restore his 
image after allegedly striking a cameraman in the chest. 
She contends that if an athlete is talented and has a great 
amount of potential to win, he will be more readily forgiv-
en. She also takes into consideration the importance of 
having a good reputation before an incident occurs, as she 
notes that “Stewart had committed similar, highly publi-
cized, wrongdoings in the past that compounded the prob-
lem.”31 Similarly, Brazeal argues that previous controversy 
surrounding talented wide receiver Terrell Owens caused 
him to face an uphill battle when he went to apologize for 
becoming “belligerent with the coaching staff and publi-
cally critical of his quarterback” because of a dispute with 
the Eagles over contract negotiations.32 In their discussion 
of the image repair strategies used by Olympic gold medal-
ist Michael Phelps to restore his reputation after being 
photographed smoking a marijuana pipe, Walsh & McAl-
lister-Spooner show how having a good pre-crisis reputa-
tion can help an athlete considerably.

All of these writers share the presupposition that apologiz-
ing is particularly effective for athletes, especially when 
they also align themselves with their sports’ values. Brazeal 
effectively summarizes it when he explains:Todd Bertuzzi, professional canadian hockey 

player (Courtesy of WIkimedia)
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Although public figures may be reluctant to admit wrongdoing, 
it is sometimes essential to a successful apology…For athletes 
faced with apologizing, it is critical to embrace the values of 
their sports. Cherished by fans, players, and coaches, these bed-
rock values should be rhetorically re-affirmed, perhaps by ex-
pressing appreciation for the honor of being a professional 
athlete or the privilege of playing for their team.33

Given that apologizing is stressed as an effective image 
restoration strategy for athletes in the literature, it is im-
portant to underscore that the consensus is that entertain-
ers (a group which includes athletes), can apologize more 
easily than other types of public figures such as politicians 
or corporate leaders. In examining actor Hugh Grant’s im-
age restoration strategies, Benoit concludes that “enter-
tainers are much less likely to have third parties make, or 
prolong, attacks reported in the media. While it is never 
easy to admit wrong-doing and apologize, entertainers 
may find it less difficult than politicians to confess.”34 Ben-
oit also contends that, because individual people are less 
likely to be sued than corporations, it is easier for enter-
tainers to apologize than it is for corporate leaders because 
the threat of litigation is not as high.35

Critique of Bertuzzi’s Apologies
Two days after the incident, Bertuzzi addressed the media 
at a press conference; he read a statement and did not take 
any questions.36 The press conference occurred the night 
before NHL commissioner Gary Bettman announced the 
length of Bertuzzi’s suspension.37 When Bertuzzi went up 
to the podium to speak, he did not begin right away be-
cause he was crying. First, he addressed Moore: “Steve, I 
just want to apologize for what happened out there. I had 
no intention of hurting you. I feel awful for what trans-
pired.” Next, he addressed Moore’s family: “I’m sorry that 
he had to go through this, and I’m sorry about, again, what 
happened out there.” After he said, “I’m relieved to hear 
that Steve is going to have a full recovery; it means a lot to 
me to hear that’s going to happen,” he apologized to the 
Canucks organization and his teammates before he 
stepped back from the podium to be consoled by his wife. 
He then concluded: “To the fans of hockey and the fans of 
Vancouver, for the kids that watch this game, I’m truly 
sorry. I don’t play the game that way, and I’m not a mean-
spirited person, and I’m sorry for what happened.” In to-
tal, Bertuzzi used the word “sorry” four times and the 
phrase “I want to apologize” twice.38

Bertuzzi spent most of his time apologizing, which Kruse 
contends is typical of athletes. His statement falls into 
Kruse’s framework because it was brief and general. It 
lasted roughly three minutes and would have been shorter 
if he had not had to pause to collect himself repeatedly. It 
did not go into the specifics of the incident. While it is 
clear that Bertuzzi relied primarily on Benoit’s mortifica-
tion strategy, he also engaged in differentiation, bolstering 
and denial. In saying, “I don’t play the game that way, and 
I’m not a mean-spirited person,” Bertuzzi differentiated 
himself from the player who attacked Moore and implied 
that his actions were not indicative of who he is as a player 
and person. When he expressed relief that Moore would 
recover, he engaged in bolstering, by making himself seem 
like a caring person, as Benoit argues Hugh Grant did 
when he expressed concern for his girlfriend.39 Bertuzzi 
used Benoit’s conception of simple denial when he denied 
that he had any intention of hurting Moore, which was 
something that he had to address because of the rum-
blings that he had attacked Moore in retaliation for his hit 
on Naslund.40 Speaking to his victim directly, Bertuzzi de-
nied that his actions had such malicious intent.

In many of the articles following this apology, including 
ones after he was charged with assault, Bertuzzi was de-
scribed as “tearful,” “distraught,” and “remorseful.”41 Even 
reporters, like Sports Illustrated’s Michael Farber, who gave 
withering accounts of his violent actions, used such lan-
guage. Farber called Bertuzzi “remorseful” and “lachry-
mose.” It is clear, then, that Bertuzzi’s apology was effec-
tive in convincing most people that he was truly sorry, 
which is something that Benoit would consider beneficial 
in his quest to repair his image. Benoit contends that “one 
must appear sincere” for the mortification strategy to be its 
most effective.42 Yet, some did point out that Bertuzzi was 
a repeat offender.43 In 2001, he was suspended 10 games 
for leaving the bench to start a fight.44 At the time, it was 
only the seventeenth suspension of 10 or more games in 
the history of the NHL.45 Later, after he started to put up 
All-Star numbers, Bertuzzi claimed to have learned from 
his mistake.46 However, when he was asked if he regretted 
what he did, he said that he did not.47 Jerome and Brazeal 
demonstrate that having a questionable reputation before 
a crisis can make it more difficult for athletes to effectively 
utilize image restoration strategies to clear their names. 
Having a previous history of on-ice violence and trouble 
with trying to “control his emotions” did not help Ber-
tuzzi’s cause.48
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Bertuzzi’s suspension was announced March 11. He was 
suspended for the remaining thirteen games of the regular 
season and also for the playoffs.49 The Canucks were fined 
$250,000, and Bertuzzi lost more than $500,000 of his 
salary.50 To be reinstated, Bertuzzi would have to meet with 
Bettman.51 The Canucks, who were considered a Stanley-
Cup favorite before their star player was suspended, fell in 
seven games to the Calgary Flames in the first round of the 
playoffs.52 In June, four months after the incident, Ber-
tuzzi was charged with assault with intent to injure by Brit-
ish Columbia’s criminal justice system.53 In late Decem-
ber, a few days before it was announced that Bertuzzi 
would be put on probation after pleading guilty to assault, 
the International Ice Hockey Federation banned Bertuzzi 
from European play, which meant that he could not play at 
all during the NHL lockout.54 Bertuzzi faced up to eighteen 
months of prison, and his sentence, which mandated that 
he do eighty hours of community service and never play 
against Moore, left him without a criminal record.55

During all of this intense, and potentially career-threaten-
ing, activity, Bertuzzi chose to remain silent. He was silent 
for nearly a year and a half and spoke only after he was re-
instated to the NHL.56 On August 11, 2005, a day after he 
was reinstated, he posted a thank-you letter on the Ca-
nucks’ website. He wrote: “I’ve played my best hockey in 
Vancouver…We have had some success but I feel as a team 
our best is still yet to come. I am excited about this team 
and look forward to getting back on the ice.”57 Kruse would 
call this thank-you letter standard for an athlete as he 
aligned himself with his team and expressed excitement 
for the new season. He appealed to the fans directly, which 
Kruse says that athletes must do “whenever their conduct 
might have harmful effects upon [their] teams,” and his 
suspension during the playoffs hurt the Canucks.58

Bertuzzi finally addressed the media on August 15, 2005 at 
the orientation camp for the Canadian Olympic Team, one 
week after he was reinstated by Bettman.59 This time, he 
mainly utilized Benoit’s strategies of bolstering, differen-
tiation, attacking the accuser and, most extensively, tran-
scendence. He did not address his plea bargain or the civil 
lawsuit filed by Moore.60 One of his most quoted state-
ments was the following, which was his response to a jour-
nalist’s question as to why he deserved to return to the 
NHL:

I’m a firm believer in second chances, and if we’re going to go 
through life not giving anyone second chances, what kind of 
life are we going to have? People make mistakes in life. Unfor-

tunately I was under the microscope and on TV when my mis-
take happened and if I’m going to sit here and keep getting 
ridiculed about it, how are we ever going to give someone a 
second chance to become better or to change situations? And I 
hope everyone can do that for me.61

Bertuzzi reframed the situation to make it about forgive-
ness and second chances, rather than the brutal nature of 
his attack. Benoit says that the key characteristic of the 
transcendence strategy is to pose that there are “more im-
portant considerations.”62 Bertuzzi posed that the impor-
tant consideration in his case was that people forgive him 
and give him another chance, not that his career would 
continue while Moore’s was in jeopardy, not that his pun-
ishment may have been overly lax because his suspension 
occurred during the NHL lockout so he did not miss an 
actual NHL season. Bertuzzi also bolstered when he ex-
pressed concern for Moore’s recovery, as he did during the 
initial press conference. This strategy was seen again 
when he vowed: “‘I’m going to do what I can do to make 
sure that my career and my life aren’t defined by what hap-

Canadian hockey player Brad may made claims 
insinuating the placement of a bounty on Moore’s 
head as the inciting incident. (courtesy of wikimedia)
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pened on March 8th…but rather what I did before, and 
most importantly what I do after.’”63 Before the incident, 
he was “the game’s most-feared power forward,” a hulking 
6-foot-3 winger who scored 46 goals during the 2002/2003 
season and played on Vancouver’s top line with Naslund 
and Brendan Morrison.64 Jerome argues that if an athlete 
has potential to win, he will be more readily forgiven. Ber-
tuzzi alluded to his considerable talent throughout in or-
der to show that, not only did he want to help his team win, 
he could do so. 

Bertuzzi engaged in differentiation when he said, “‘If I 
could [explain it] I wouldn’t be here…Trust me, I’ve been 

off for a long time and had a lot of sleepless nights trying 
to think of things.’”65 By stressing that he could not explain 
what happened or why he did what he did, Bertuzzi dif-
ferentiated himself from the player who injured Moore. 
This is in a similar vein as Edward Kennedy’s utilization of 
differentiation when he argued that his mind was in an 
altered state during the Chappaquiddick incident.66 When 
Bertuzzi addressed reports that he had never reached out 
to Moore personally to apologize, he used denial and at-
tacked the accuser. He said: “‘I was hoping for the oppor-
tunity to confront him and speak to him and his family 
and it has never come about…You have to respect people’s 
decisions on things, and some people forgive a lot easier 
than others and you just got to deal with it and move for-
ward…I’ve made my attempts and am still going to try, but 
I can’t change someone else’s mindset on me.’”67 Since 
Bertuzzi relied primarily on transcendence to position for-
giveness and giving people a second chance as the most 
important consideration, he reduced Moore’s credibility by 
alleging that he was unwilling to allow him to try to apolo-
gize personally. He made Moore appear rather petty and 
vindictive.

Like the initial press conference, this address can be con-
sidered effective, especially in his use of Benoit’s strategy 
of his transcendence. This strategy was also used by Bett-
man when he reinstated Bertuzzi. In a written statement, 
he explained: “‘I believe that reinstatement of Mr. Bertuzzi 

at this point in time is appropriate and consistent with a 
‘fresh start’ for the 2005-06 season.’”68 Noted ESPN writer 
Scott Burnside began his article on Bertuzzi’s address as 
such: “If the rehabilitation of Todd Bertuzzi begins with 
words, let it not be said that he did not choose his words 
carefully, powerfully, as he starts down the uncertain road 
toward redemption.”69 He added that he “thoughtfully an-
swered questions,” “avoided hitting any false notes” and 
was “genuine.”70 While Benoit and other writers who focus 
on sports apologies would find Bertuzzi’s initial apology 
and this address effective, Bertuzzi is still cast as a villain 
for his actions on March 8, 2004. He never truly got his 
“‘fresh start,’” to borrow Bettman’s words.71

The Complication of Civil Lawsuits
From the beginning, it was unclear if Moore would ever 
play hockey again. His injuries included three fractured 
vertebrae, facial lacerations and a severe concussion that 
would later cause him to have post-concussion syndrome 
and amnesia.72 After Bertuzzi’s plea bargain, Moore and 
his lawyer, Tim Danson, told reporters that they would file 
a civil suit if Moore could no longer play hockey.73 Moore 
said then: “‘I still suffer from significant post-concussion 
symptoms which prevent me from living a fully normal 
life…I’m just not the same person I was.’”74 In 2006, 
Moore filed a civil lawsuit against Bertuzzi. Moore’s initial 
statement of claim was for $38 million, but more recent 
articles have put the amount of money that he is seeking at 
closer to $60 million, roughly the amount that Bertuzzi 
has made during his NHL career.75 It is important to note 
that “due to an exception in the Canucks’ insurance policy 
for criminal acts, Bertuzzi is not covered and is personally 
liable for any damages.”76 After delays, the trial is set to 
begin this year in the Ontario Superior Court.77 At the 
same time, Bertuzzi was a plaintiff in a different case. In 
2008, Bertuzzi sued his coach at the time of the incident, 
Marc Crawford, arguing that “any damage against Bertuzzi 
should be paid by Crawford” since he “encouraged him to 
go after Moore as a result of the hit on Naslund.”78 In 2012, 
Bertuzzi dropped this third-party lawsuit against Craw-
ford. Danson learned of the Bertuzzi-Crawford settlement 

“I’m a firm believer in second chances, and if we’re going 
to go through life not giving anyone second chances, what 

kind of life are we going to have?”
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and won the rights to see the details of the settlement, 
which also involves the Canucks organization.79 These de-
tails will not be released to the press until the Moore-Ber-
tuzzi trial begins.

Largely as a result of the lawsuits, the Bertuzzi incident 
has remained in the news. As time went on, new reputa-
tion-damaging details about the attack and its aftermath 
surfaced. In 2007, Moore revealed that he would never 
play hockey again and that he suffered from memory 
loss.80 In 2011, Danson told reporters: “‘We have the top 
neurosurgeons in the world on this case and we have 
reached the point where we can say Steve’s brain injury is 
permanent.’”81 As a direct result of Bertuzzi’s lawsuit 
against Crawford, it became clear that the attack was inten-
tional, possibly even commanded from above.82 In 2013, 
The Toronto Star obtained court documents that described 
Moore’s struggles in detail. The documents said that 
Moore “‘does not exhibit the ability to plan, make deci-
sions, set priorities, and to multi-task and is not capable of 
performing adequately in a wide range of managerial, ex-
ecutive, and professional work.’”83 They concluded: 
“‘While it is possible that Steve Moore could obtain em-
ployment as a hedge fund marketer, there is a very low 
probability that he would have been able to keep the job.’”84 
The Globe and Mail reporter Bruce Dowbiggin argued that 
the “passing of time works in Steve Moore’s favour” be-
cause, in the years since the incident, there has been exten-
sive research done on the effects of concussions. Also, one 
of the NHL’s star players, Sidney Crosby, was sidelined 
with this injury in 2011, leading the league to take concus-
sions more seriously than it had in the past.85 Since it is 
now clear that the incident altered the course of Moore’s 
life, Bertuzzi’s reputation has been further sullied because 
of his violent attack. Yet, it is unclear if Bertuzzi can apolo-
gize again or even attempt to use any image restoration 
strategy.

Tyler contends that “it is naïve to believe [mortification] 
would work equally well in all situations.”86 Apologizing 
can “increase perceived blameworthiness” because “an 
apology implies guilt.”87 Part of the reason why Bertuzzi’s 
first statement was effective was that he apologized in a 
manner that seemed sincere. However, making “an apol-
ogy is potentially dangerous” when there is the threat of 
litigation or, as in Bertuzzi’s case, when an individual is 
already involved in ongoing lawsuits.88 As the lawsuit has 
played out, reporters have demanded answers and the 
public wants to hear Bertuzzi, who is often cast as a villain, 
express some kind of remorse.89 Tyler argues that such 

pressures result in “an equivocal or ambiguous apology 
that leaves the unsatisfied public demanding a more felici-
tous apology, a demand that frequently results in defensive 
communication.”90

Bertuzzi has opted for silence. “He has said little about the 
incident since [the initial news conference] for personal 
and legal reasons.”91 Now a Detroit Red Wing, he answers 
questions about games and about himself as a player, but 
about little else. Even in articles that focus on him reviving 
his career with the Red Wings, Bertuzzi is quoted only 
talking about how he has begun to focus on his defensive 
play, how he likes living in the Detroit area and how his 
goal is to help his team win a Stanley Cup.92 Because he 
often emphasizes his commitment to his team and to win-
ning, it can be said that he is using the strategies outlined 
by Kruse. Also, even though Bertuzzi has been held quiet 
because of the lawsuit, Red Wings executives and team-
mates have vouched for him by differentiating him from 
the player who hurt Moore and the person that the media 
has made him out to be. After Detroit signed him to a con-
tract extension in 2011, General Manager Ken Holland 
said, “‘I think that we all deserve a second chance… He’s 
been a good citizen.”93 Teammate Dan Cleary called him 
“‘a big teddy bear’” and “‘certainly not the person he’s been 
portrayed in the media in years past.’”94 Yet, Bertuzzi’s 
reputation has yet to be fully restored; he is still known, 
first and foremost, as the player who sucker punched 
Moore. This is because the incident, a focusing event, did 
not only damage his individual reputation, but also threat-
ened the NHL as a whole.

Birkland’s Focusing Event Theory
Birkland explains that “a focusing event is an event that is 
sudden; relatively uncommon; [and] can be reasonably de-
fined as harmful or revealing the possibility of potentially 
greater future harms.”95 Also characteristic of a focusing 
event is “that it is known to policy makers and the public 
simultaneously” and “gain[s] attention more suddenly and 
rapidly than problems such as crime or disease that lon-
ger-term analysis of statistical evidence seeks to under-
stand.”96 Birkland divides this process into two phases. In 
the first, “the news media immediately respond to event 
attributes that are most closely related to the event itself: 
the level of damage, for example, or the number of people 
affected.”97 In the second, “the rarity and the scope of the 
event are key variables, as are the amount of news cover-
age,” because this phase is a “longer-term reaction,” which 
could yield legislative change and impact the policy-mak-
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ing process.98

To give an example, Fishman argues that the 1996 crash of 
ValuJet Flight 592 is a focusing event: “In the aftermath of 
the ValuJet crash, the media caught onto a larger and more 
compelling storyline: How could a discount airline with 
the highest profit margins among all the airlines and the 
highest accident rates be allowed to operate if the public 
safety was being optimally protected?”99 Fishman con-
cludes that this media scrutiny led to policy change and 
“served to dispel the central myth of aviation that all air-
lines were equally safe.”100 Bertuzzi’s attack can be seen as 
a focusing event because it was sudden, unexpected, and 
caused harm in the form of Moore’s career-ending inju-
ries. And, as seen in the ValuJet case, the media quickly 
latched onto the “more compelling storyline” after the Ber-
tuzzi incident.101 Instead of focusing on Bertuzzi, the me-
dia moved to the issue of on-ice violence.

The Threat to the NHL
The day of Bertuzzi’s apology, NBC’s Countdown with Keith 
Olbermann had as its “No. 3 story” of the night the issue of 
on-ice violence in the NHL and brought in former player 
Henry Boucha to share his story.102 Olbermann introduced 
the segment as such: “Bad sports: a violent hockey player 
apologizes, and is suspended.”103 The use of the word “vio-
lent” would prove to be telling because the NHL’s extreme 
level of violence, not so much Bertuzzi, became the topic 
of conversation. Olbermann compared the Bertuzzi inci-
dent to the attack that ended Boucha’s career in the 1970s 
and the blindside hit that ended Ace Bailey’s career in the 
1930s. “As suggest[ed] by your story and that of…Ace Bai-
ley, the over-the-line violence is at least seven decades old,” 
he said before he asked Boucha, “Do you think the NHL 
has ever done enough to stop true violence, over-the-line 
stuff, or is there part of the league that hesitates to curb it, 
because there’s still a mind-set that says violence is part of 
the appeal of the sport?”104 This was the exact question that 
many were asking.

In general, the American media implied or explicitly stated 
“that the NHL was blighted by out-of-control violence” 
more so than the Canadian media, but both were rather 
unforgiving.105 The day after Bertuzzi’s suspension was an-
nounced, The Toronto Star’s sports section ran “‘Does 
somebody have to die?’” as its top headline.106 The Today 
Show ran a segment on the attack: “It’s impossible to have 
the second story on ‘The Today Show’ feature your sport’s 
darkest hour and not have your character sullied signifi-

cantly,” famous hockey writer Greg Wyshynski reflected 
on the seven-year anniversary of the incident.107 ESPN col-
umnist Jim Kelley outlined what he called hockey’s “his-
tory of assault that rivals that of a street gang” when Ber-
tuzzi was charged.108 After giving seven examples of NHL 
players charged with assault from four different decades, 
he wrote: “The league has a track record of violence. It says 
it can contain the violence, but history shows that it can-
not…The never-ending series of ‘incidents’ brings prece-
dent into the picture.”109

Focusing events train attention on a problem that may 
have been previously out of view and reveals “the possibil-
ity of potentially greater future harms,” in this case the 
possibility that a player could easily suffer a career-ending, 
life-altering injury.110 Because he was a star player and be-
cause his sucker punch was so blatantly violent and widely 
televised, the Bertuzzi incident made many people ask if 
the NHL’s culture would allow it to adequately police itself 
or whether the justice system should become involved to 
protect players. As Kelley showed in his editorial, the NHL 
has a long history of violence, which league officials ap-
peared to have done little to try to correct at the time of the 
Bertuzzi incident. In an article written two years before 
Bertuzzi’s attack, Jones & Stewart argue that the NHL, 
which they call “the only major league in which violence is, 
if not quite institutionalized…actively encouraged,” would 
never truly attempt to curb violence because it had no in-
centive to do so.111 They first describe how “violence is rev-
enue enhancing,” and how players, and not their teams, 
are the ones normally disciplined and fined.112 Thus, “a 
team has the incentive to promote violence, hires players 
for that specific purpose, but, if and when the violence oc-
curs, is rarely culpable.”113

Fighting, for example, was (and still is) very popular. ESPN 
writer Jeff Merron connected acts like Bertuzzi’s to the 
NHL’s approval of fighting: “There’s no mystery as to why 
the NHL sanctions fighting. It draws fans…The brawls, 
and the cheap shots like Bertuzzi’s that almost inevitably 
follow, should be gone.”114 Gee & Potwarka insinuate a link 
between other aggressive on-ice behaviors, like slashing 
and cross-checking, with extreme cases of violence and ar-
gue that these behaviors must be better policed even 
though they have always been considered to be just a part 
of the game. USA Today columnist Christine Brennan 
wrote, after describing an ESPN highlight video of “the 
NHL’s ‘greatest’ hits,” “There always has been room in the 
NHL for violence, and there always will be.” Farber noted: 
“After the NHL announced Bertuzzi’s suspension…Bett-
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man said the assault had nothing to do with hockey. That 
is true only if the act can be separated from the hockey 
culture around it, and it can’t. Bertuzzi’s act of thuggery is 
only an extreme extension of the game’s accepted law of 
expediency: Scores are settled with a punch.” The consen-
sus at the time was that the Bertuzzi incident arose out of 
hockey’s violent culture, which could make self regulation 
difficult.

Jones & Stewart pose that “self-regulation to reduce vio-
lence only works if those regulated have an incentive to 
reduce violence. If they do not—and remember the eco-
nomic evidence is that violence and revenue are positively 
related—the private system of justice will not produce re-
sults compatible with perception of violence as a societal 
‘bad.’”115 They then show that the decisions in the Twist 
case and the McSorley case allowed “disciplinary power 
over violence to be placed totally in the hands of the 
league,” a clear conflict of interest because violence is so 
engrained in the NHL’s culture and helps to sell tickets.116 
Yet, in concluding their examination of the Twist case and 
the McSorley case, Jones & Stewart argue that getting the 
courts involved would not cause any real change: “Both 
criminal and civil, as it presently stands in Canada and the 
U.S., is not an effective constraint on hockey violence” be-
cause the legal process can take too much time to act as a 
deterrent.117

The more high-profile Bertuzzi case re-opened this discus-
sion when he was charged with assault. Kelley put the 
threat to the NHL best when he explained: “A good attor-
ney, in either a criminal or civil case, would be able to ar-
gue that in fact the NHL cannot or does not police itself 
adequately and in fact condones an environment that leads 
to action…That’s what makes the Bertuzzi case so danger-
ous to the NHL. The sheet shows that even though the 

league punishes offenders, the punishments aren’t deter-
rents.” Yet, the court’s punishment of Bertuzzi, probation, 
cannot be considered the greatest of deterrents. Gee & Pot-
warka argue that “the act that Todd Bertuzzi committed 
was perceived to be extreme and outside the confines of 
the game…it is likely that players perceived this punish-
ment to be an isolated incident and to be associated with 
only that ‘extreme’ form of aggression.”118 This means that 
his punishment is a deterrent for only extreme violence 
but not for “other aggressive infractions,” like fighting, 
which can potentially escalate into the more extreme forms 
of violence if left unchecked.119 Thus, Jones & Stewart may 
be right that “self-regulation as a constraint on violence 
has definite appeal” if applied quickly and equitably.120 
They argue that a long suspension without pay is more 
likely to curb violence. 

For the most part, the NHL was commended for its han-
dling of the incident, which helped to quiet the calls for the 
court system’s involvement in policing the league. Ber-
tuzzi was suspended indefinitely the night of the attack 
and was later suspended for the end of the regular season 
and the playoffs, losing a substantial chunk of his salary. 
Famous NHL writer Barry Melrose wrote, “The league did 
the right thing in sitting him down until at least the begin-
ning of next season…This sets a precedent by telling play-
ers that crossing the line with their on-ice behavior is un-
acceptable, and it should be a good lesson for everyone.” 
Melrose applauded the NHL for not taking into consider-
ation the fact that, at the time, “Bertuzzi [was] one of the 10 
best players in the world” and his suspension “basically 
cost the Vancouver Canucks a chance at the Stanley Cup.” 
League officials proved that they would not play favorites 
when they suspended an All-Star on a team favored to win 
the Stanley Cup. They showed that they would penalize 
teams when they fined the Canucks organization. Jones & 

“Thus, the Bertuzzi incident, as a focusing event, not 
only trained attention on the issue of on-ice violence 
in general. It trained attention on a more alarming 

‘unspoken’ part of hockey culture, one of violent 
retribution and bounties potentially directed from above 

by coaches or team executives.”
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Stewart would argue that the fine levied against the Ca-
nucks was a step in the right direction because it showed 
that the league would hold teams accountable as well. 
However, even though the NHL staved off greater court 
involvement, it has not recovered from the Bertuzzi inci-
dent’s tie to there being a “‘bounty on [Moore’s] head.’”121

While the criminal case was closed years ago, the civil case 
is still ongoing. In court documents from this case, Moore 
connected Bertuzzi’s attack to the NHL’s culture. He ex-
plicitly tied it to “an unspoken hockey ‘code’ of violence 
instilled from the top.”122 The court filings argued that 
Crawford and then Vancouver general manager Brian 
Burke ordered the hit as retaliation for Moore’s hit on 
Naslund; these documents also contended that this “‘con-
spiracy of silence’” “‘calls for a closing of the ranks’” “‘to 
make sure that coaches and general managers cannot be 
held accountable.’”123 Time will tell if these allegations are 
true, partially true, or false, but they have still clearly dam-
aged the NHL’s reputation. In his comparison of Bertuzzi’s 
attack and the New Orleans Saints bounty scandal, ESPN 
reporter Lester Munson described the issues that are 
raised by this type of controversy: “In both cases, a ‘bounty’ 
meant deliberate attacks on opposing players that were ex-
pressly designed to cause injury, and both involve signifi-
cant issues of player safety and the integrity of competi-
tion.” Thus, the Bertuzzi incident, as a focusing event, not 
only trained attention on the issue of on-ice violence in 
general. It trained attention on a more alarming “unspo-
ken” part of hockey culture, one of violent retribution and 
bounties potentially directed from above by coaches or 
team executives.

Kruse writes that “whenever individuals violate the ethical 
norms that hold simultaneously in both the sport world 
and the world at large, they will be evaluated negatively by 
fans and the general public alike.”124 This held true for Ber-
tuzzi: he was called violent, undisciplined, and many other 
things. Kruse posits that “these individuals will often at-
tempt to repair their images with apologies directed to the 
fans,” which Bertuzzi did in the initial press conference 
and in his thank-you letter to the fans after his reinstate-
ment.125 Kruse’s conclusion helps to illuminate why Ber-
tuzzi has never been fully forgiven even though his state-
ments and thank-you letter fit her framework and Benoit’s: 
“Sports personalities must defend their moral worth as 
sports figures whenever their conduct might have harmful 
effects upon teams, games, or the world of sport and their 
actions seem to result from personal characteristics that 
make them unworthy to represent the fans” in the sport.126

As has been seen, Bertuzzi’s actions, which were seen as 
reprehensible by the general public, had sweeping impli-
cations for the NHL. Yes, they affected Bertuzzi’s career as 
he was never the same high-scoring player afterwards.127 
Yes, they affected the Canucks as they were fined and 
bowed out of the playoffs in the first round. But it is clear 
that, since the incident was a focusing event, it became 
nearly impossible for Bertuzzi to apologize enough. If the 
threat of the court system becoming involved was bad 
enough, his actions also led to calls for the reduction of 
violence and the elimination of fighting, elements of the 
game that “the core audience seem[ed] to embrace.”128 
They helped to drive away casual fans who were disturbed 
by such blatant violence.129 They caused a shift in the 
NHL’s culture, a shift that most people would consider 
good: “You don’t hear talk of bounties all that often. Or the 
joy of violent retribution.”130 When the lockout ended in 
2005, the NHL began to emphasize a skilled, less violent 
game, and marketed high-scoring players like Crosby and 
Alexander Ovechkin instead of bruising enforcers. “New 
regulations and stronger enforcement of existing rules led 
to more flow in games. Skill players were impeded less, 
and previously stifling defensive systems were less effec-
tive.”131 Finally, because “the incident and its aftermath re-
main mired in increasingly acrimonious litigation” that is 
considered newsworthy by reporters, the NHL still faces 
questions about the incident to this day.132 And the Ber-
tuzzi incident has become the symbol for on-ice violence.

“The Ultimate Standard for Reckless,   
Intentional Violence”
Near the end of his article on the seven-year anniversary of 
the attack, Wyshynski asked, “Now, how many sucker 
punches have we seen in the NHL described as ‘Bertuzzi-
like’ or ‘Bertuzzi-esque’ in their denouncement?” He an-
swered “plenty” and even gave his own example: “Matt 
Martin’s wallop on Max Talbot during that New York Is-
landers/Pittsburgh Penguins chaos.”133 The Penguins-Is-
landers game on February 11, 2011 was mired by out-of-
control violence, including blindside hits, goalies fighting 
and players leaving the bench to defend teammates. Dur-
ing one of the brawls, Martin came up behind Talbot and 
punched him in a move that “remind[ed] viewers of Todd 
Bertuzzi’s sucker punch on Steve Moore.”134 On December 
21, 2006, the Buffalo Sabres held a 7-2 lead over the Nash-
ville Predators, the same lead that the Avalanche had on 
the Canucks at the time of Bertuzzi’s attack.135 “With 4:39 
remaining in the game, Nashville centerman Scott Nichol 
sent Buffalo defenseman Jaroslav Spacek down to the ice 
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with a wild sucker-punch from behind…The play had 
shades of Todd Bertuzzi’s career-ending attack on Steve 
Moore.”136

 There have also been “Bertuzzi-like” attacks in the Ameri-
can Hockey League, the top minor-league affiliate of the 
NHL. On January 11, 2005, Edmonton Roadrunners’ 
Rocky “Thompson chased down St. John’s’s David Ling 
before delivering a blow to the head of the Baby Leaf for-
ward during the third period of the Leafs’ 3-0 victory.”137 
Maple Leaf head coach Doug Shedden told reporters, 
“What Rocky did is almost a Bertuzzi-like incident, the way 
he hunted him down and hit him from behind…If you 
look at the tape it’s almost the same thing.”138 Even attacks 
that happened before March 8, 2004 have been equated 
with Bertuzzi’s. Philadelphia Inquirer reporter Tim Panac-
cio talked to then Flyer Donald Brashear the day after Ber-
tuzzi’s apology because “Brashear was a victim of Bertuzzi-
like violence when he played in Vancouver. In February 
2000, former Boston Bruin Marty McSorley was charged 
with attacking Brashear with his stick.”139 These are just 
four of many examples of violent on-ice attacks being ex-
plicitly compared to Bertuzzi’s sucker punch.

While Birkland contends that focusing events provide a 
window of opportunity for legislative change, Fishman ar-
gues that focusing events can often become rhetorical 
symbols.140 For example, Fishman says that the shootings 
at Columbine High School have become shorthand for 
school violence; it has crystallized into a rhetorical symbol 
that people use to describe and attempt to understand new 
events that are similar in nature.141 Fishman’s vision of fo-
cusing events becoming rhetorical symbols fits what hap-
pened in the Bertuzzi incident, as has been seen. It is true 
that “Bertuzzi’s attack on Moore…is one of a kind. It may 
be the most vicious attack in the history of team sports.”142 
Wyshynski is right that “if you compare what Todd Ber-
tuzzi did to Steve Moore to any…melee you’re describing, 
there’s no going back. You’ve elevated it to the ultimate 
standard for reckless, intentional violence in the rink.” 
This is exactly why the Bertuzzi incident persists as a par-
ticularly salient rhetorical symbol; it was so egregiously 
violent and the clip of him “sucker-punching Moore from 
behind, the most cowardly of deeds, then driving his head 
into the ice like a pro wrestler” was played on so many dif-
ferent platforms and criticized by so many different peo-
ple.143 Bertuzzi’s attack has become the benchmark by 
which all new cases of extreme on-ice violence are mea-
sured because it is the symbol for on-ice violence and, in 
many respects, can be considered the NHL’s darkest hour. 

After the incident, “Bertuzzi rapidly went from a pre-lock-
out all-star to a risky vagabond.”144 Although he is a former 
All-Star and did revive his career with the Red Wings, the 
defining moment of his career is still his sucker punch of 
Moore. As has been seen, Bertuzzi’s apologies fit the 
frameworks provided by Benoit, Kruse, and others. Yet, 
they did little to restore his reputation because the incident 
was a focusing event that called into question the NHL’s 
culture and its ability to police its players to prevent seri-
ous injury. Now unable to apologize because of the ongo-
ing civil suit, his name is constantly brought up in associa-
tion with on-ice violence because the incident becomes a 
rhetorical symbol for this controversial side of the sport. 
Thus, in Bertuzzi’s case, saying that he was sorry was nev-
er going to be enough.
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Throughout J.M. Coetzee’s novel Disgrace, protagonist David Lurie encounters fail-

ure in his relationships, in his occupation, and in his artistic endeavor to produce a 

libretto. This article employs both Agembenian and psychoanalytic theory to inter-

pret David’s state of disgrace as the result of his inability to repress his animal 

drives. David’s failure to repress deviates from the paradigm established by what Gio-

rio Agamben calls “the anthropological machine of the moderns,” and subsequent-

ly neglects the popular notion that humanity is predicated upon an absence of ani-

mality. As will be discussed, it is through David’s acceptance of his disgrace, that is, 

his inherent and inextinguishable animality, that he removes himself from anthro-

pological humanity and lives a life representative of Agamben’s egalitarian concept 

of the Open.

The Anthropological Machine
The Persistence of Animal Drives in J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace

Alexander Trimes



Toward the conclusion of J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace, David 
Lurie apologizes for the grief his affair with Melanie 
caused Mr. Isaacs’ family, attributing the relationship’s 
failure to his own “lack [of ] the lyrical.”1 In context, David’s 
failure to supply the “lyrical” refers to his lack of passion 
during sex as well as his “cold, surly” temperament toward 
his lovers after the act.2 In the larger scope of the novel, it 
also alludes to his inability to write the Byron libretto. Da-
vid’s incapacity for both romance and cultural achieve-
ment results from his frequent capitulation to animal 
drives. As Sigmund Freud asserts in Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle, human life and development is distinguished 
from that of animals due to the “untiring urge toward per-
fection [that] can be easily understood as a consequence of 
the repression of the drives; it is on this repression that the 
most valuable achievements of human culture are found-
ed.”3 That David Lurie does not adhere to the concept of 
human repression, but instead acts as a “servant of Eros,”4 
like an animal obeying its drives, prevents him from “mas-

tering and […] destroying his animality.”5 As a result, David 
is incapable of defining himself as man over animal in ac-
cordance with the anthropological machine of the mod-
erns discussed in Giorgio Agamben’s The Open, and con-
trarily begins to advocate in favor of animality. It is through 
his increasing identification with the shelter dogs, and the 
subsequent disintegration of the barrier between human 
and animal, that David Lurie surmounts the anthropologi-
cal machine and enters Agamben’s Open.

David initially encounters the anthropological machine at 
the university committee hearing. Though David “plead[s] 
guilty”6 to Melanie’s charges against him, whatever they 
may be, the committee requires “an admission that [he 
was] wrong.”7 Such a stipulation obliges David to condemn 
his adherence to Eros and therefore his own inherent ani-
mality. The committee, a political fixture in the realm of 
Cape Technical University, is in this sense congruous to 
the anthropological machine, which “isolat[es] the nonhu-
man within the human”8 and demands that humanity as-
sume “total management” of its internal “animality.”9 Da-
vid’s defiance of the committee’s orders, which 
simultaneously serves as his refusal to perpetuate the law 
of the anthropological machine, foreshadows his eventual 
triumph over the machine and entrance into the Open.

The concept of the anthropological machine is challenged 
yet again when David relates the golden retriever anecdote 
to Lucy. After explaining that the dog’s owners beat it “with 
Pavlovian regularity” in an attempt to curtail its “desire,” 
David concludes that “no animal will accept the justice of 
being punished for following its instincts.”10 He then pos-
its that an animal “might have preferred being shot” over 
being castrated, as the latter forces it to live on in denial of 
“its nature.”11 David employs the anecdote in order to con-
vey to Lucy his conviction in “the rights of desire.”12 He 
contends that the committee’s censuring his own natural 
“impulse”13 is no more right than the dog’s owners punish-
ing the retriever for its excitement at “the smell of a 
bitch.”14 He identifies with the dog insofar as they are both 
penalized for pursuing their drives, and their “rights to de-
sire” are undermined by their respective authorities.15 Ad-
ditionally, in accordance with his supposition, David 
chooses “being shot”—that is, losing his position at the 
university and ruining his reputation—instead of being 
castrated, or renouncing Eros.16 David’s identification with 
the golden retriever opposes the anthropological machine, 
which declares “man is the being which recognizes him-
self as such,”17 that man “must recognize himself in non-
man in order to be human.”18 Although David recognizes 

a wall mural of italian philosopher georgia 
agamben, whose theory of the anthropological 
machine informs a reading of Coetzee’s novel 
Disgrace (photo by thierry Ehrmann)
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himself in the golden retriever, non-man, there is no evi-
dence suggesting he subsequently recognizes himself as 
human. On the contrary, he defends instinct as well as 
animality and sympathizes with the dogs who, like he him-
self, “suffer […] most of all from their own fertility.”19 

Though the dogs and David are both plagued by “the prob-
lem of sex,” it afflicts them in different ways.20 As Bev 
Shaw suggests, the dogs “don’t think it’s a bad thing to 
have lots of offspring” and reproduce continuously, leav-
ing “too many of them” to properly care for.21 Like the 
golden retriever, the wild dogs are simply adhering to their 
nature, yet without the intervention of owners. David’s 
treatment of sex as a “problem”22 that must be solved and 
the comparison of his sexual temperament to that of a 
snake—“intense,” but never “passionate,” “absorbed, but 
rather abstract, rather dry, even at its hottest”—indicates 
that he is subject to the same animal nature.23 He does not 
seek romance, only the fulfillment of his drives. When he 
fails to repress these drives and has sex with Melaine, his 
student, he fails to manage his animality and neglects the 
“certain sacrifices” required by “academic life.”24 Suc-
cumbing to his sexual drives results in David being “asked 
to resign”25 from the university and thus, as his uninhibit-
ed animality becomes publicized, his “disgrace.”26 

Despite the fact that David’s disgrace and the overproduc-
tion that threatens the dogs are very distinct issues, they 
both originate from the pursuit of sexual impulses, and 
they both terminate at the animal clinic. The stray dogs are 
collected at the clinic, “a mob of scrawny mongrels filling 
two pens to bursting point,” and David is able to find work 
there “doctoring dogs”27 alongside Bev Shaw, what he calls 
“playing right-hand man to a woman who specializes in 
sterilization and euthanasia.”28 In reality, David’s descrip-
tion of Bev is partially inaccurate, as it is actually Dr. Oost-
huizen who neuters the animals. By working alongside 
Bev and euthanizing the dogs “that no one wants,”29 David 
is providing them with death over castration; he is preserv-
ing their nature and abiding by his notion of “the rights of 
desire.”30

At the clinic, David begins to identify with the animals on 
a level deeper than their mutual compliance with drives. 
He comprehends the meaning of Lucy’s statement that 
“the only life there is” is the one “which we share with the 
animals”31 and eventually transitions into the Open, where 

“animal life and logos […] are separated forever” in order to 
“liberate their own truer nature.”32 The beginning of Da-
vid’s transition is perhaps best observed when the narrator 
acknowledges the recent developments in David’s charac-
ter:

Curious that a man as selfish as he should be offering himself 
to the service of dead dogs. There must be other, more produc-
tive ways of giving oneself to the world, or to an idea of the 
world. One could for instance work longer hours at the clinic. 
One could try to persuade the children at the dump not to fill 
their bodies with poisons. Even sitting down more purposefully 
with the Byron libretto might, at a pinch, be construed as a ser-
vice to mankind.

But there are other people to do these things—the animal wel-
fare thing, the social rehabilitation thing, even the Byron thing. 
He saves the honor of corpses because there is no one else stu-
pid enough to do it. That is what he is becoming: stupid, daft, 
wrongheaded.33

The passage occurs immediately after David acknowledges 
his role as “dog-man.”34 He has made it his primary re-
sponsibility to “take care of [the dogs] once they are unable, 
utterly unable, to take care of themselves”; once they are 
dead.35 David accepts this duty despite his own belief that 
preserving dog corpses bound for the incinerator is illogi-
cal, “stupid,” as it does not actually benefit anyone.36 Da-
vid’s awareness of his irrationality is significant because it 
starkly contrasts his previous position among the univer-
sity’s “rationalized personnel,” or those members of fac-
ulty forced to teach more practical courses after the institu-
tion underwent a period of “great rationalization.”37 His 
shift from rational to irrational resembles that of the “fig-
ure” who has departed from logos and entered the Open; as 

“He saves the honor of corpses because there is no one 
else stupid enough to do it. That is what he is becoming: 

stupid, daft, wrongheaded.”
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Agamben explains, the figure “is no longer human, be-
cause it has perfectly forgotten every rational element, ev-
ery project for mastering its animal life.”38 Though David 
has “perfectly forgotten” neither his rationality nor how to 
manage his animality, he willingly undermines rational 
thought and does not concern himself with the repression 
of his drives.39 By relinquishing these typically human 
traits, in addition to admitting that writing the libretto, his 
attempt at the “superhuman” concept of “art,” was never 
his responsibility, David returns to “animal praxis.”40 

Although David has begun his return to animal praxis, he 
has not yet overcome the anthropological machine. He ac-
knowledges that his duty lies with “sav[ing] the honor of 
corpses” rather than preventing human children from poi-
soning themselves, but refuses to classify his actions to-
ward animals as loving, only “wrongheaded.”41 David does 
not fully accept the significance of his involvement with 
the animals at the clinic and does not cease to distinguish 
himself from the animals until he apologizes to Mr. Isaacs. 
After the apology, David interprets his move back to Cape 
Town as a “betrayal” of the dead dogs, which without him 
“will be tossed into the fire unmarked, unmourned,”42 in-
dicating that he now discerns the meaning of his “daft” 
dedication to the animals.43 Additionally, when Ryan, Mel-
anie’s boyfriend, tells David to “stay with [his] own kind,” 
likely referring to people David’s age, David moves back to 
the country and resumes his work at the clinic more devot-
edly than ever before.44 Though David’s return to the East-
ern Cape is prompted by Lucy’s obscure behavior, it is not 
insignificant that, after this encounter with Ryan, he be-
gins to dedicate the majority of his time to the animals.

It is because David admits that he “lack[s] the lyrical” that 
he is able to enter the Open after apologizing to Mr. Isaa-
cs.45 His lack of the lyrical, displayed not only in his affair 
with Melanie, but also in his inability to compose the By-
ron libretto, is a direct result of his failure to repress his 
animal drives. In accordance with Freud’s theory, without 
repression, David is unable to adopt the “restriction upon 
sexual life” that would bind him to a single partner, and is 
also unable to accomplish cultural achievement.46 In this 

sense, a lack of the lyrical is analogous to a lack of repres-
sion of the drives; the lyrical thus represents humanity in 
terms of the anthropological machine, which dictates that 
humans must manage their animality in order to declare 
themselves as human. During the conversation, it is made 
evident that David is not only aware of his lack of human-
ity, but also accepts it, as he explains that he has embraced 
the disgrace it has caused:

I am sunk into a state of disgrace from which it will not be easy 
to lift myself. It is not a punishment I have refused. I do not 
murmur against it. On the contrary, I am living it out from day 
to day, trying to accept disgrace as my state of being. Is it 
enough for God, do you think, that I live in disgrace without 
term?47 

Though David does not accept that it is just to be punished 
for pursuing one’s instincts, as conveyed by the golden re-
triever anecdote, he tries to accept the “punishment” itself; 
he does not “murmur against it,” but understands that he 
now “live[s] in disgrace without term.” His willingness to 
serve his indefinite punishment indicates that he accepts 
what it is he is being punished for, that is, his lack of an-
thropological humanity. Psychoanalysis avers that accept-
ing one’s lack “is in fact a matter of taking the route toward 
one’s real desires, and not merely submitting to the Oth-
er.”49 In David’s particular case, the Other can be identified 
as the university committee, or rather, much more broadly, 
humanity as defined by the anthropological machine. Pri-
or to admitting his own lack of humanity, David aspired to 
“return triumphant to society as the author of an eccentric 
little chamber opera”; he planned to satisfy the commit-
tee’s demand that he repress his animality, and thus ex-
hume himself from disgrace, through cultural achieve-
ment.50 Upon accepting his lack and his existence in a state 
of disgrace, David is able to more fully commit himself to 
the animals at the clinic, unhindered by humanity’s con-
jectures of more appropriate, “productive ways of giving 
oneself to the world.”51 

David’s bolstered dedication to the animals can be ob-
served through the ways in which his life on the Eastern 

“David has become a creature, a ‘dog-man:’ he is no 
longer suspended between ‘man and animal,’ but is 

simultaneously both man and animal.”
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Cape differs before and after he accepts his animality. 
While he lives with Lucy when he initially is “expelled”52 
from the university, upon his second stay in the country he 
“hires a room in a house”53 because he can no longer toler-
ate “the people she lives among.”54 More significantly, he 
spends less time interacting with humans and more time 
with the dogs, as “the clinic, more than the boarding-
house, becomes his home.”55 He “feeds the animals” and 
“occasionally talks”56 to them, even developing “a particu-
lar fondness” for one of the dogs.57 David’s concern for the 
animals after he accepts his lack severely contrasts with his 
previously negative sentiments toward them, as suggested 
by his prior opinion of “animal-welfare people,” whose 
“cheerful and well-intentioned” demeanors made him 
want to “kick a cat.”58 He was once “repelled” by the odor 
of “dog mange” and thought little of those who care for 
animals, but he now commits himself to them almost en-
tirely.59 Furthermore, David has altered his attitude toward 
his and Bev’s “sessions of Lösung,” or Bev’s solution to the 

problem of sex that plagues the animals.60 Though David 
once interpreted Bev as “part of the repressive apparatus”61 
that condemned his pursuit of Eros, he has since discerned 
that by working alongside her and euthanizing the ani-
mals whose “term has come,” he is in fact liberating them 
from a world that condemns animality as disgraceful. He 
has now learned what Bev meant when she said that, while 
putting down the animals, she “mind[s] deeply”63; when 
David administers the “lethal,” he too must mind deeply 
and provide the animal with the affection and consider-
ation it deserves.64 He must “concentrate all his attention 
on the animal they are killing, giving it what he no longer 
has difficulty in calling by its proper name: love.”65

At the conclusion of Coetzee’s Disgrace, David’s disgrace 
no longer represents his lack of the lyrical, his lack of hu-
manity in the terms of the anthropological machine, but 
has rather become his existence. His immersion in the 
dog’s “egalitarian”66 order, which elevates neither animal-
ity nor humanity, renders his lack negligible and elimi-
nates from his being all predication upon “negativity.”67 
Though he once lived as neither human nor animal in a 
society that defines man based upon his ability to fulfill the 
definition provided by the anthropological machine, the 
“ironic apparatus that verifies the absence of a nature 
proper to Homo, holding him suspended between a celes-
tial and terrestrial nature,” he has since transcended this 
rigid existence and has emerged in Agamben’s Open. Da-
vid has become a creature, a “dog-man”68: he is no longer 
suspended between “man and animal,” but is simultane-
ously both man and animal.69
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Climate change is one of the foremost issues in twenty-first century politics. Nor-

mally, the effects of climate change tend to be abstract or long term consequences, 

which do not translate well to the short term priorities of many groups. However, 

relating climate change to increased scarcity of resources, and thus increased con-

flict, reveals its clear and present danger is the immediate loss of human life. Unfor-

tunately, as industrialized countries continually produce greenhouse emissions, it 

is very often undeveloped countries that suffer the most because of reduced re-

source availability and multinational exploitation from lack of regulation. By adopt-

ing a Public Trust Doctrine via a U.N. Charter, the effects of climate change and the 

ensuing violence may be curbed.

consequences of climate change
Rising Violence and Environmental Degradation

Michael martina



On April 17, 2007, an unprecedented argument took place 
at the United Nations Security Council on climate change 
and security; the majority of the council members agreed 
that climate change presented a serious threat to interna-
tional security.1 By 2005, the U.S. Department of Defense 
identified environmental instability as a fundamental stra-
tegic concern because evidence suggested that environ-
mental stress is an important contributor to contemporary 
conflicts.2 The many facets of environmental degradation 
are foreseeably the most prevalent social, political, cultur-
al, and ideological problems facing the twenty-first centu-
ry. Environmental issues are intertwined with countless 
aspects of global systems, institutions, and processes. I 
believe that of these relationships, the nexus between envi-
ronmental degradation and large-scale violence is one of 
the most important to address. Focusing on environmen-
tal degradation’s role in global violence, rather than on dis-
closing the consequences of climate change in relation to 
areas that are not directly affected by humans, demon-
strates the ramifications of climate change to life by pre-
senting them in terms that everyone can relate to: direct 
loss of human life. Climate change and other environmen-
tal issues are intrinsically problematic; however, they have 
and will continue to have one of the largest impacts on 
human life through their connection to violence and wars.

There exists a complex relationship between global vio-
lence and environmental degradation. Additionally, both 
U.S. domestic law and international law play into this rela-
tionship and the viable paths that law can take in order to 
deter environmentally-related violence from occurring. 
Not only does that violence cause environmental degrada-
tion, but also, perhaps more importantly, that environ-
mental degradation generates violence. There are a vast 
number of factors and intricate relationships that affect 
this. However, the message remains: global peace will not 
occur without environmental sustainability.

It is necessary to examine the causes of war from a histori-
cal and ideological perspective in order to see how environ-
mental problems can create the necessary situational fac-
tors for war to erupt. The roots of all war and violence do 
not lie in economic issues, however, it is important to fo-
cus on the economic causes of war because it is within this 
cause (as opposed to national desire for power, ethnocen-
tricity, mob patriotism, etc.) that environmental change 
plays the largest role. Although it is nearly impossible to 
isolate one aspect of conflict from all other political, social, 
and cultural aspects, this article aims to view the ways in 
which environmental degradation interacts with these 

other elements in order to instigate and accelerate vio-
lence. Furthermore, environmental degradation often acts 
as a catalyst to pre-existing forms of violence, making 
them much more brutal and wide-spread.

Stripped of all modern political and social institutions, an 
examination of the Ik people of Uganda reveals that hu-
mans are centrally motivated by self-preservation. When 
economic influences restrict one’s capability to receive es-
sential resources, people are stripped of morality and are 
especially inclined toward violent behavior. The Ik peace-
fully lived in the Karamoja region of Northeast Uganda for 
centuries. They practiced rich cultural activities and were 
completely independent, relying on subsistence farming 
for nourishment. However, in 1958, the creation of the 
Kidepo Valley National Park by the colonial British govern-
ment shattered the societal structure of the Ik people. The 
establishment of these hunting grounds forced the Ik to 
leave their fertile fields and settle in the less arid moun-
tainous region of Uganda near the Kenyan border. This 
radical transition caused the Ik to suffer from widespread 
famine. Because they could no longer rely on subsistence 
farming in order to feed themselves, the cultural backbone 
of Ik society was broken, turning the Ik community into “a 
conglomeration of individuals of all ages, each going his 
own way in search of food and water, like a plague of lo-
custs spread over the land.”3 The Ik turned from a peaceful 
tribe to a people dramatically inclined towards violence. 
First-hand accounts by Colin Turnbull reveal the atrocities 
committed by the starving Ik population. He described ac-
counts of parents deliberately allowing their children to 
die when food sources ran scarce in order to save enough 
food for their own survival. He offered stories of family 
members brutally killing each other without remorse in 
order to salvage small scraps of food. The Ik became “the 
loveless people” whose lives simply do not have room “for 
such luxuries such as family and sentiment…nor any mo-
rality beyond filling one’s own stomach”.4 On the most ba-
sic scale, the horrific transformation of Ik society demon-
strates the role that economic hardship can play in creating 
violent behavior. When the Ik were stripped of their eco-
nomic system of subsistence farming, they were forced to 
abandon all love and morality in order to protect them-
selves from starvation. Even though the Ik are an extreme 
example, their examination effectively demonstrates the 
power that economic hardships have in causing violent be-
havior on the most basic level. When resources become 
scarce or unobtainable, violent behavior often follows.

The dissection of many theories of the causes of war fur-
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ther discloses the strong connection between economic 
forces and large-scale violence. Both the Marxist and Le-
ninist Theories of Imperialism show how capitalist mar-
kets can encourage the eruption of war. While the histori-
cal context of these arguments must be taken into account, 
their theories still offer seemingly legitimate causes of war 
with many historical examples to further justify their 
claims. Both of these theories are based on an underlying 
form of the “underconsumption theory of the trade cycle” 
where it was argued that “Because there was chronic ten-
dency for the working classes to have too little to spend [in 
capitalist markets], there developed a struggle for interna-
tional markets which tended from time to time to culmi-
nate in war.”5 This essentially involves a wage paradox in 
which the workers are paid too little to purchase the goods 
that they make. Lenin furthers this ideology by offering 
five features of capitalist development that he argues will 
inevitably lead to “clashes of interest and war.”6 The fea-
tures include: the concentration of production and capital 
into monopoly-like industries, the merging of bank capital 
and industrial capital on the basis of finance capital, the 
export of capital instead of commodities, the formation of 
international capitalist monopolies, and the territorial divi-
sion of the world amongst the greatest capitalist powers.7 

As we look at the historical examples where these condi-
tions are met, it is undeniable that investment interest has 
played a leading role in imperialist expansion and subse-
quent war. In the second Boer war in 1899, “it does not 
seem possible to deny that it was the investments on the 
Witwatersrand and the pressure form their owners which 
played the leading role” in fueling the violence.8 One of the 
central raids in the war, the Jameson raid, was planned by 
Rand capitalists aiming to protect their investments over 
the newly discovered gold on the Witwatersrand. Addition-
ally, all subsequent negotiations “were concerned with the 
position and interests of foreign investments and inves-
tors.”9 The conflicts and wars in Samoa by the Germans, in 
Haiti and Guatemala by the Americans, and in Venezuela 
by the British and Germans are all cases in which the lead-
ing motivation behind war is the protection or expansion 

of foreign investments by imperialist powers. In regard to 
the Russo-Japanese war of 1904, “the root cause of this 
conflict was the desire of the Russian government to safe-
guard the interests in certain Yalu timber estates of a group 
of investors in close touch with the Russian court.”10 Ad-
ditionally, the Opium Wars in China demonstrate the vast 
violent measures that imperialist powers will take to pro-
tect their foreign investments. The British used the full 
force of their navy, then the most powerful navy in the 
world, in order to ensure that the Chinese government did 
not interrupt the selling of tens of thousands of chests of 
opium into China, despite the detrimental effects that the 
drug had on Chinese society and productivity.11 Through-
out history, there are countless examples in which imperi-
alist powers, fueled by capitalism, wage war in order to 
protect or expand foreign investments.

Noam Chomsky offers a unique perspective on the cause 
of violence and war in his deeply skeptical criticism of 
American foreign policy. Chomsky attributes much of 
American militaristic intervention to be centrally motivat-
ed by Neoconservative economic interests in the name of 
moral protection and humanitarian efforts. He embodies 
many anti-American sentiments across the globe by argu-
ing that the true reasoning behind American military in-
tervention is to protect U.S. corporations’ economic inter-
ests abroad, even though political leaders claim they are 
intervening for moral reasons. One example Chomsky 
commonly uses to demonstrate this immoral use of Neo-
conservative morality is the fact that America has a history 
of overthrowing democracies and instilling oppressive, 
American-sponsored dictators in their place. The irony of 
this situation is that the American government commonly 
uses the manifest destiny ideology of spreading democracy 
to justify military intervention abroad.12 In 1953, the demo-
cratically-elected Guatemalan President Jacobo Arbenz na-
tionalized some uncultivated land of the American firm 
United Fruit. Subsequently, a CIA-organized coup over-
threw Arbenz, forcing him into exile and initiating “40 
years of military-government death squads, torture, disap-
pearances, mass executions and unimaginable cruelty.”13 

“‘Violence serves not only as a convenient and 
economical instrument to transform society, but also as 

an excellent communicative vehicle with which to make 
symbolic statements.’” 
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The U.S. sponsored dictator Castillo Armas came to power 
after Arbenz, instilling “indisputably one of the most inhu-
mane chapters of the 20th century” all in the name of pro-
tecting Western Democracy from ‘Communist imperial-
ism.’14 Similar situations in El Salvador, Cambodia, 
Thailand, The Congo, Brazil and many other countries 
show that America’s history of foreign intervention war-
rants skepticism of the true motives behind political lead-
ers as well as those behind the powerful members of the 
private sector. Thus, Chomsky suggests, America is creat-
ing so much tension amongst the global poor and the 
global rich that class warfare may be imminent. As the 
global rich push the poor closer and closer to the edge, 
they will begin to fight back before toppling over.

Chomsky also attributes much of American immoral for-
eign intervention to the protection of the global elite from 
the global poor. He argues that, throughout the period of 
U.S. hegemony, “there has been no hesitation to resort to 
force if the welfare of U.S. elites is threatened by…‘national 
regimes that are responsive to the popular demands for 
improvement in the low living standards of the masses.’”15 
American political leaders place so much emphasis on re-
maining the hegemonic power that they are ready to de-
ploy harsh militaristic punishment to any country that 

shows resistance to American will. Chomsky believes that 
there is such a drastic inequality of wealth and resource 
use that the United States must keep the global poor sub-
missive through fear of the formidable U.S. military. Al-
though this theory is not the subject of this article, it offers 
a unique perspective on a mere possibility of class warfare 
being heightened by environmental degradation. Most of 
the environmental degradation that is occurring today is 
carried out by powerful, economically-motivated institu-
tions at the cost of the lives and comfort of the global poor. 
The region of the world that is predicted to suffer the most 
from global climate change is Africa.”16 In addition to be-
ing unprepared to adapt to climate change due to its un-
stable governments, Africa is also expected to experience 
the worst effects of climate change. Yoweri Museveni, the 
President of Uganda, declared at an African Union sum-
mit in 2007 that climate change was an “act of aggression” 
by the developed world against the developing world. That 
same year the Namibian representative to the United Na-
tions, Kaire Mbuende, claimed that “the developed coun-
tries’ emissions of greenhouses [is] tantamount to ‘low in-
tensity biological or chemical warfare.’”17 This is eerily 
ironic in that the average African produces less than a 
twentieth of the emissions of the average American.18

The Ik People are a classic case study of Resource Scarcity resulting in violence. (Photo Courtesy of 
Wikimedia)
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The same capitalist motivations that encourage imperialis-
tic expansion and globalization are deeply intertwined 
with the environmental degradation that is sweeping 
across the world. The short term economic frame of dis-
course that dominates western market systems goes hand 
in hand with the short term focus that causes environmen-
tal issues and climate change. The same economic incen-
tives that encourage corporations to exploit resources 
abroad also encourage these same corporations to operate 
with highly-efficient, low-cost procedures that render great 
profits. The leaders of these corporations are not sinister 
antagonists that aim to destroy the ecosystems of the 
world. Rather, the corporations that will not sacrifice envi-
ronmental harm for profit will be weeded out in the mar-
ket. Sustainable businesses are much less likely to be able 
to compete with corporations that exploit the Earth’s re-
sources because the sustainable businesses will have to 
pay more in order to carry out their environmentally-re-
sponsible tasks. This will drive up the price of the good or 
service they are operating, thus putting them at a disad-
vantage compared to the rest of the market. In order to 
solve climate change and the violence that it causes and 
catalyzes, peacekeepers cannot overlook the importance of 
the underlying economic incentives.

As the historical aspects of the relationship between envi-
ronmental change and violence are examined, it is first 
helpful to observe how war and violence affect the natural 
environment. In Southern Sudan, African tribal groups 
and Arab militia forces backed by the Sudanese Govern-
ment are engaged in a civil war. The massive civil war be-
tween the insurgency and the government has largely de-
stroyed Southern Sudan. This conflict has undermined 
hope of economic recovery by destroying infrastructure 
and agricultural areas. Conflict has been shown to deplete 
human and natural resources, undermine critical commu-
nication networks, and weaken government institutions 
needed for economic development and innovation.19

More interesting, however, is the evidence that environ-
mental degradation causes violence, not the other way 
around. In some instances, a simple rise in temperature 
has been correlated with a rise in conflict. The summer of 
2012 in Chicago, Illinois was one of the bloodiest times in 
Chicago’s recent history. Many experts and locals have at-
tributed a portion of the increase in killings to the unusu-
ally warm summer. When interviewed, residents of Chi-
cago’s South Side describe the increased homicide rate as 
a result of growing agitation and an increase in time spent 
outdoors due to the record-breaking heat. In sub-Saharan 

Africa between 1982 and 2001, a study by the Proceedings 
of the National Academy of Sciences examined databases 
of temperatures and instances of civil conflict that left at 
least 1,000 people dead. The study found an interesting 
correlation between instances of conflict and warmer tem-
perature: conflict was about fifty percent more likely in 
unusually warm years.

The role of environmental degradation in causing conflict 
is not an entirely new concept. For example, environmen-
tally triggered conflict precipitated widespread warfare in 
ancient China and was a large factor in determining the 
collapse of the Anasazi and Akkadian civilizations.21 Al-
though climate change and its effects are usually studied 
within the post-industrial revolution context, examination 
of the mid-seventeenth century provides us with historical 
examples of the ways in which violence and climate change 
have been intertwined in the past. The middle of the sev-
enteenth century featured abnormal and extreme weather 
patterns. In West Africa, the semi-arid savannah south of 
the Sahara Desert experienced a prolonged drought from 
1614 until 1619. A five-year drought almost caused the Vir-
ginia colonies to fail. 1628, the “year without summer,” 
proved to be the wettest summer in Europe in the past 500 
years.22 India suffered a perfect drought in 1630 and 1631, 
which was followed by catastrophic floods in 1632 . The 
Canadian Rockies experienced severe and prolonged 
drought from 1641 until 1653, and virtually no rain fell in 
the valley of Mexico in 1640. On the other side of the Pa-
cific, Java, from 1643-1671, experienced the longest drought 
recorded during the past four centuries. Drought caused 
the Indonesian rice harvest to fail in 1641 and 1642. The 
Grand Canal dried up in 1640 due to lack of rain. In 1641, 
the Nile River fell to the lowest level ever recorded. West-
ern Europe experienced extremely cold winters and dan-
gerously short summers. In the Southern Hemisphere, 
similar catastrophes were widespread.

War and violence was widespread across the globe during 
this same exact time period. More wars took place in that 
era than in any other era in recorded history before World 
War II22: “Most of those who survived through the seven-
teenth-century crisis identified war rather than climate 
change as the principal cause of their misfortunes.”23 Eng-
lish burial records show that the armies that fought in the 
English County of Berkshire in 1643 killed significantly 
more people than were killed by the plague epidemic of 
1624-25.24 Pitirim Sorokin, a Russian sociologist, created 
an index of war intensity that rose from 732 in the six-
teenth century to 5,193 in the seventeenth century. The rate 
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of increase was at least twice that of any other time period. 
Additionally, the mid-seventeenth century “witnessed 
more civil wars than any previous or subsequent period.” 
People of the seventeenth century “believed that the wars 
of their day were not only more frequent but also more 
harmful to both people and property” than usual.25

The scarcity of resources relates the drastic climate change 
and the eruption of violence across the globe. As climate 
change produced more severe weather patterns, the natu-
ral systems of the biosphere were unable to cope with the 
changes effectively. Up until the mid-seventeenth century, 
“the mean global temperature [showed] remarkable stabil-
ity over the last six millennia.”26 However, the shift in glob-
al temperatures and the increased occurrence of extreme 
weather developed so rapidly—in geological terms—that 
ecosystems were unable to adapt fast enough. The earth’s 
intertwined ecosystems evolved over centuries to be spe-
cially suited to the stable climate and weather patterns of 
their habitats. Thus, changes in precipitation and tempera-
ture caused ecosystems to collapse and induced massive 
agricultural failure. Crops failed throughout the world, 
causing famine and desperation. During this period, the 
earth provided significantly fewer natural resources than 
were needed to sustain the human population. In particu-
lar, food shortages caused hunger to be the “heart of the 
crisis” of the seventeenth century.27 As we have seen with 
the Ik, people are driven to extremes, often violent ex-
tremes, when they are barely holding on to the brink of 
survival. From a communal standpoint, war and violence 
can be seen as a rational strategy. The sentiment that “it 
was always better to die by the sword than to die of hun-
ger” was felt by starving communities across the world.28 
In addition to fueling “more rebellions and revolutions 
than any comparable period in world history,” the changes 
in climate and the hunger that followed were linked to the 
formation of “roving bandits.”29 Desperate people would 
gather into violent throngs and use force to obtain what-
ever food and natural resources they could find. These in-
famous bandit groups struck so much fear in the hearts of 
traveling merchants that Qing officials were forced to keep 
manuals on the locations and positioning of bandit groups 
in order to warn travelers. These officials noted that “those 
who did not die of famine will rise to become bandits.”30

From an anthropological perspective, David Riches rea-
sons why resource scarcity causes ordinary people to be 
driven to commit violent crimes against their neighbors. 
He suggests that “violence serves not only as a convenient 
and economical instrument to transform society, but also 

as an excellent communicative vehicle with which to make 
symbolic statements.”31 Similar to many terrorist organiza-
tions of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, people of 
the seventeenth century used violence and fear tactics to 
enact social and political change. Hungry rioters kid-
napped wealthier members of the community and would 
subsequently kill or torture them in public in order to in-
cite fear into the other members of the community that 
had food and resources. Furthermore, the increase in revo-
lutions and political upheavals in the seventeenth century 
seemingly reinforces Chomsky’s notion that climate 
change can cause class tension to grow, thus resulting in 
increased warfare.

The correlation between climate change and its societal 
implications in the seventeenth, twentieth, and twenty-
first centuries is remarkable. The examination of the crises 
of the seventeenth century allows us to examine the conse-
quences that climate change can have on human condi-
tions and warns us of what can come if drastic measures 
are not taken to prevent climate change. Even though the 
climate became drastically colder in the seventeenth cen-
tury, whereas the climate is becoming warmer in the pres-
ent, the environmental implications are very similar. Be-
cause the Earth’s ecosystems have evolved to be 
particularly adapted to their specific habitats and climates, 
any rapid and persisting change in temperature—whether 
an increase or decrease—can have dire consequences on 
the ecosystem’s functionality. Despite the differing tem-
perature fluctuations, the climate change of the seven-
teenth century and that of the present day both result in 
the vast scarcity of resources. The general path connecting 
scarcity of resources to violent conflict is as follows: re-
source scarcity inherently causes competition between 
various groups and individuals that use these resources. 
This competition may then grow to a state of conflict as the 
remaining resources are not able to sustain every group 
involved. If conflict-resolution institutions fail to resolve 
the smaller-scale outbreaks of violent competition, then 
large-scale violence may result. Thus, the droughts, fam-
ines, and subsequent acts of violence that were seen 
around the globe in the seventeenth century are mirrored 
in many third world countries as global warming begins to 
gain more momentum.

When the temperature stayed consistently low in the sev-
enteenth century, extreme weather events were recorded 
all over the world. The late twentieth and early twenty first 
centuries have observed similar extreme weather. Accord-
ing to a White Paper prepared for the European Commis-
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sion, “almost two-thirds of all loss events between 1980 
and 2007 were directly attributable to weather and climate 
events (storms, floods and heat-waves) while a further 
quarter are attributable to wild fires, cold spells, landslides, 
and avalanches, which may also be linked to weather and 
climate.”32 The paper estimated that in 2009 “losses from 
weather events are growing at an annual 6 per cent, thus 
doubling every 12 years.”33 As seen in the seventeenth cen-
tury, the global poor are more likely to live along coastal 
areas or mountainous regions, both of which are especially 
susceptible to drastic alterations during climate change. 
Additionally, poorer demographics are generally observed 
in countries with less stable governments. For the most 
part, these third world governments are not able to cope as 
effectively with environmental degradation as the govern-
ments of developed countries. In addition, coastal and 
mountainous regions of the world tend to be “economi-
cally less performing,” thus in these areas “the cost to 
cover adaptation needs will be so huge that they exceed the 
capacity of public funding” by these weaker governments.34 
For example, the 1999 drought in Kenya caused damage 
equivalent to sixteen per cent of the Gross Domestic Prod-
uct of the entire country. In comparison, Hurricane Ka-
trina in 2005 caused damage equivalent to one percent of 
the Gross Domestic Product of the United States.35 Be-
cause these effects are felt mainly by the poor, the poor 
look to the wealthier members of society in times of des-
peration because the rich are more likely to have resource 
security and have more access to foreign food. Thus, ten-
sion grows between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ as re-
sources become more and more scarce due to climate 
change. Chomsky’s analysis on the growing class tension 
in the world could be drastically heightened as the effects 
of global warming are felt by greater numbers of the global 
poor. 

One of the central reasons behind the prediction that cli-
mate change and environmental degradation will cause 
large-scale violence to erupt is the sheer number of people 
whose lives centrally revolve around land use. About one 
half of the world’s population relies on direct use of the 
land for their economic well-being.36 Projected climate 
change, desertification, drought, deforestation, and soil 
erosion will have major consequences in these areas. In 
many undeveloped or developing areas of the world, pres-
sures to use renewable resources at an unsustainable rate 
further deplete existing resources. Nearly two billion peo-
ple do not have access to clean drinking water, and close to 
seventy-five percent of the world’s most impoverished in-
habitants are subsistence farmers that are being forced to 

reside on smaller and plots of land.37 The expected mani-
festations of climate change will have a wide range of det-
rimental consequences for many regions across Africa. An 
assessment by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change described how, as climate change continues to 
gain stride, agricultural production is predicted to fall, es-
pecially in semi-arid areas, existing water shortages will be 
heightened, rates of ecosystem change are predicted to in-
crease, the risks of inundation in low-lying settled areas is 
supposed to increase, and risks to human health from 
vector-borne diseases are likely to increase.38 Generally 
speaking, Africa is more dependent on climate sensitive 
sectors of the economy than other regions of the world. By 
2050, sub-Saharan Africa is predicted to have up to ten 
percent less annual rainfall in its interior, where seventy-
five percent of the agriculture is rain-fed.39 Because cli-
mate change is predicted to increase rainfall variations and 
cause more violent weather patterns on both ends of the 
spectrum, existing water-related problems in Africa are 
predicted to become more extreme. Reduced overall rain-
fall on the western part of the continent will exacerbate 
current water stress. However, the reduced rainfall is pre-
dicted to fall more isolatedly and intensely, thus increasing 
the threat of flooding in these same areas. Areas like the 
Nile basin will certainly face challenges due to the fact that 
their water supplies are particularly sensitive to variations 
in rainfall.40 Many low-lying coastal regions in Africa are 
predicted to succumb to rising water levels, thus displac-
ing regions that currently possess some of the highest 
population densities in the continent.41 These rising sea 
levels are predicted to take over low-lying industrial areas 
in Egypt, the Gambia, the gulf of Guinea and Senegal 
where the costs associated with this displacement is pre-
dicted to be equivalent to be between five to ten percent of 
the Gross Domestic Products of the overall region.42 The 
resulting forced migration has been shown to cause out-
breaks of violence.43

“The United States emitted 
5,425 million tonnes of 

greenhouse gases in 2012, 
nearly five times as much 
as the entire continent of 

Africa.”
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Even though much of the violence caused by environmen-
tal degradation has yet to come, the world has already wit-
nessed its first environmental wars. The roots of the Dar-
fur war and genocide lie in the scarcity of resources created 
by climate change. The Darfur conflict “began as an eco-
logical crisis” between the Arabs and the native African 
tribal groups.44 In the Darfur region of Sudan, climate 
change has played a large role in instigating and accelerat-
ing armed conflict and genocide. Since 2005, the Janja-
weed, an armed militia group of Arab soldiers, have been 
systematically killing African tribal groups of Darfur.45 Pe-
ter Takirambudde, the executive director of Human Rights 
Watch’s Africa Division, declares that “it’s absurd to distin-
guish between the Sudanese government forces and the 
militias—they are one.”46 However, when Darfur insur-
gency forces gained momentum in Khartoum, the govern-
ment only heightened its ethnic cleansing and destruction 
of African tribal groups. This unimaginable persecution 
has roots in climate change and is accelerated by the con-
tinuing effects of climate change on the susceptible semi-
arid region.

In the face of climate change, the most effective way to 
prevent violence across the globe is through collective se-
curity ideologies involving a strong United Nations Char-
ter. Because the problems of climate change are felt all 
over the world, they will require a world-wide solution, and 
thus all should contribute. Although industrialized coun-
tries contribute the most to climate change, it is difficult 
for domestic policy alone to limit emissions. Corporations 
can circumvent policies by moving to poorer nations in 
order to exploit resources with less regulation. Thus world 
needs a binding U.N. Charter to regulate and enforce cli-
mate change policies. Furthermore, collective security ef-
forts are needed in order to bring environmental justice to 
the global poor by connecting them, through international 
law, to the global rich that are causing the majority of the 
issues. Strong, enforceable international law with a crimi-
nal court system should hold perpetrators accountable for 
exploiting resources. Additionally, if violence breaks out, a 
strong U.N. organization should be able to prevent escala-
tion more effectively by allowing the voices and the context 
of all parties involved to be heard and understood. The cur-

The Un can hopefully implement effective policy to prevent further enviromental degradation. (Photo 
Courtesy of Patrick Gruban)
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rent system is ineffective against battling climate change 
because the industrialized countries, which have the Secu-
rity Council vetoes, are some of the biggest contributors to 
climate change.

The United States emitted 5,425 million tonnes of green-
house gases in 2012, nearly five times as much as the en-
tire continent of Africa (Rogers). Furthermore, many of 
the emissions in third world countries come from indus-
trial processes carried out by American, Western, and Chi-
nese corporations that have moved abroad in search of 
cheap labor. Although industrialized countries are contrib-
uting proportionally more to climate change, they are least 
aware of it because they do not directly feel such imminent 
costs. In order to create a global awareness of the implica-
tions of climate change on human life, cultural boundaries 
between the global rich and the global poor must be elimi-
nated. The rich must be connected to the poor in some 
manner in order to fabricate a human utility incentive for 
sustainability. Collective security strategies can do this by 
politically uniting the global rich and the global poor. Con-
sequently, the U.N. must be restructured, revising the 
policy of the five permanent Security Council members.

Ideally, the U.N. should create a bi-cameral system. One of 
the organizations would have a system of GDP proportion-
al representation, whereas the other organization would 
represent each country equally. This would give pre-indus-
trial countries a much-needed voice. In addition, this sys-
tem would allow international law to grow to reflect the 
needs of the poorer countries that are suffering the most 
from climate change. However, all countries must be able 
to be held accountable under this system in criminal court. 
Under the current hegemonic-dominated U.N. charter, in-
dustrialized countries are often not held accountable in 
criminal court. Under a criminal court system, countries 
would find real incentive to avoid breaking international 
law because they would face much more dire consequenc-
es. Developed and developing countries could more effec-
tively collaborate to find an economically feasible route to-
ward sustainability. The most effective outlet to hold the 
industrial powers accountable for their contributions to 
climate change, assuming the establishment of strong UN 
charter, is through the international implementation of 
the Public Trust Doctrine (PTD). The idea of Public Trust 
goes back to the ancient Roman Empire, where Emperor 
Justinian declared that the air, the running water, the sea, 
and the seashore were all to remain common to mankind. 
This historical depth adds validity to the concept and gives 
it the necessary global application to be used on a world-

wide basis. The core of the Public Trust Doctrine aims at 
preserving the commons for the use by the public. In the 
tragedy of the commons, a shared resource is depleted be-
cause of individual use. Each person, acting under short 
term self-interest, uses the commons for their benefit, 
thus externalizing the costs of their usage to the entire 
public. Eventually, the commons, whether it is a park, the 
ocean, the air, the seashore, or the land beneath the sea-
shore, will be depleted to the point where no one can use 
it. In the case of environmental law, the Public Trust Doc-
trine can be used to protect the commons from exploita-
tion. On a global scale, an international organization may 
stand as the trustee of public trust for the benefit of the 
global citizen. Most cases in environmental law are con-
structed around the ultimate benefit to humanity. Howev-
er, the Public Trust Doctrine would greatly expand the 
range of what is considered to be ultimate human utility. 
The PTD goes beyond the traditional definition of harm by 
recognizing the ultimate value that ecological preservation 
and protection provide to humanity. In addition to its his-
torical legitimacy and acceptance, this quality of the Public 
Trust Doctrine makes it the perfect tool for helping to solve 
climate change and reverse environmental degradation.

In order to use the PTD effectively on a global scale, all 
three settings of the doctrine—resource defense, alien-
ation, and diversion—would have to be recognized. Re-
source defense can be used to prevent the derogation of 
the environment in the first place, alienation can be uti-
lized to protect the selling off of public lands to private in-
stitutions, and diversion can be exercised in order to pro-
tect public lands from more exploitive public or 
governmental uses. The Public Trust Doctrine is a promis-
ing tool for solving environmental issue and the violence 
that ensues because most cases of environmental issues 
involve a use of commons and externalizing the costs of 
that use to the public. For example, when a large corpora-
tion emits an unsustainable amount of greenhouse gases, 
the atmosphere becomes slightly more toxic and the earth 
essentially warms up a tiny amount. The company thus 
exploits the use of the atmosphere at the cost of the global 
public who suffers from polluted air and a warmer climate. 
Even though the effects of one company’s emissions are 
miniscule, the total impact of thousands of similar compa-
nies is significant and creates great harm for humanity as 
a whole. However, the PTD is limited in that it only pro-
tects what is legally determined to be the commons. There-
fore, in addition to the sea and the air, it would be neces-
sary for the U.N. to create large-scale preservation areas 
across the globe that can be protected by international law. 
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In order for the Public Trust Doctrine to be effective, it 
must be made clear that all contributors to global warming 
will be held accountable. Hopefully, global solidarity will 
be fostered in the fight against climate change and will 
provide the societal, cultural, and political pressures for 
the creation of such a strong statute. If both developing 
and developed countries are connected through the bicam-
eral system of the U.N., then the necessity for such a pow-
erful legal stand may arise. Thus, the widespread use of 
the Public Trust Doctrine can be used to stop environmen-
tal degradation and bring an end to environmentally-insti-
gated conflict.

The twenty-first century will suffer from the immense 
problem of environmental degradation that ominously 
looms ahead. Because of the scarcity of resources that en-
vironmental degradation is creating, the manifestation of 
violence in environmentally related issues is already ap-
parent. By way of a bicameral United Nations force and the 
implementation of the Public Trust Doctrine on a global 
scale, the global community may resolve environmental is-
sues and the subsequent conflict that arises through them.
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Suzanne Collins’ young adult dystopic trilogy, The Hunger Games, soared to popu-

larity following its September 2008 release. Millennials’ response to Collins’ grim 

depiction of the future as a struggle for survival defined by class conflict provides 

critical insights into this generation’s coming-of-age moment. This article examines 

the success of The Hunger Games within its political and economic context in order 

to understand young Americans’ perceptions of their future.

the odds in its favor
The Appeal of The Hunger Games to Post-Recession America

Marissa Marandola



In the late fall of 2008, the American youth watched as the 
stock market tumbled, homes foreclosured, and the future 
they had once envisioned for themselves became ever 
more elusive. During this time of mounting concern, Su-
zanne Collins’ novel The Hunger Games was released to 
critical and popular acclaim. Why, at a time already satu-
rated by dread, did American young adults turn to a story 
of poverty, oppression, and brutal violence? The story re-
sponded to their apprehensions and reflected the injustic-
es they saw in the America of their present and future. The 
Hunger Games’ themes of social and economic inequality, 
class stratification, and the struggle to overcome oppres-
sion resonate with the fears and ambitions of young adults 
coming of age in an era of high unemployment, great un-
certainty, and fierce competition. The popularity of the 
book is a testament to youth pessimism about the possibil-
ity of achieving the American Dream.

Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games tells the tale of a dys-
topian North American nation, Panem. The country is 
composed of an all-powerful, totalitarian Capitol sur-
rounded by twelve Districts that function as exploited colo-
nies for the Capitol. Citizens of the Districts live in abject 
poverty and are forced to labor in their district’s designated 
industry. Seventy-five years earlier, the Districts rebelled 
against the Capitol, but were soundly defeated. As punish-
ment for their uprising, the Capitol instituted the annual 
Hunger Games, a sporting event in which each district 
sends two tributes, a boy and a girl, between the ages of 
twelve and eighteen to battle to the death in an arena. A 
lone tribute survives the ordeal and returns home as a vic-
tor, with great wealth and commendation. Collins’s pro-
tagonist, Katniss Everdeen, lives in the impoverished Dis-
trict Twelve and volunteers as a tribute to spare her 
younger sister from nearly certain death.

Upon its release in 2008, The Hunger Games quickly 
gained popularity among young adult readers. It remained 
on the New York Times bestsellers list for more than two 
years.1 Collins wrote two sequels to the initial novel, Catch-
ing Fire (2009) and Mockingjay (2010), both of which built 
on the success of The Hunger Games. Prior to The Hunger 
Games trilogy, the Harry Potter series was widely regarded 
as the standard against which success in young adult lit-
erature was measured. Collins surpassed Harry Potter au-
thor JK Rowling to become the author of Amazon’s best-
selling series in August 2012.2 She was the first young 
adult genre author, and only the sixth author overall, to be 
admitted to Amazon’s “Kindle Million Club”, indicating 
the sale of one million Kindle books.3 A recent glance at 

The Hunger Games’ various Facebook pages indicates that, 
to date, Nearly 13 million have “liked” Collins’s trilogy. 
Such statistics demonstrate the cultural significance of The 
Hunger Games.

Young adult science fiction novels are a relatively old cul-
tural phenomenon. Before World War II, young adult sci-
ence fiction was an unknown genre, although early science 
fiction novels such as George Orwell’s 1984 and Aldous 
Huxley’s Brave New World were already popular.4 Writers 
who had survived the war as children or adolescents re-
jected the romantic ideas surrounding youth and sought to 
break with the innocence and sentimentality of early 
20-century youth fiction.5 Beginning in the postwar era 
and especially during the 1960s, young adult science fic-
tion emerged with an emphasis on the “violent, inhumane 
social and political worlds” in which the youth of the day 
would become adults.6 In keeping with this theme, The 
Hunger Games presents a world in which the rich minority 
imposes poverty on the many and forces them to sacrifice 
their children to a grotesquely violent reality television pro-
gram, certainly a criticism of the economic structure and 
mass media of modern America. Young adult dystopian 
societies typically feature the “absence of hunger, unem-
ployment, and sickness”: the oppressive society imposes 
intellectual, not physical, mistreatment.7 In this way, The 
Hunger Games defies genre expectations. Physical and ma-
terial suffering as well as intellectual repression character-
ize Panem. Young adult science fiction is meant to raise 
concerns about societal flaws and their potential conse-
quences and the “bitter inheritance” of the next genera-
tion.8 Previous novels in the genre, such as Lois Lowry’s 
The Giver, were written in times of material prosperity, 
when questions of sameness and the threat of Commu-
nism dominated discussions of the future. Similarly, The 
Hunger Games tackles the problems of its time: war, scar-
city and competition for resources, and the growing chasm 
between the rich and poor.

The Hunger Games is a young adult dystopian fiction suited 
to its audience. Today’s young adults have only vague 
memories of a pre-9/11 America and have grown up in a 
nation at war.9 The violence featured in The Hunger Games 
is merely a reflection of features on the nightly news pro-
grams they have watched since childhood. Furthermore, 
The Hunger Games was released on September 14, 2008, 
the day before Lehman Brothers collapsed, signaling the 
onset of the Great Recession. Given its release date, it is 
apparent that Suzanne Collins did not write the book in 
response to the global financial panic; however, the coinci-
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dence of its arrival with the beginning of an economic cri-
sis certainly influenced public response. The Hunger 
Games is appropriate for an era of “financial upheaval and 
a bleak job market”.10 Unlike its immediate predecessors 
in young adult fiction, the appeal of The Hunger Games lies 
in its darkness and the uncertainty of the protagonists’ 
success. Its tone and “biting irony” suited the needs of a 
population confronted with the possibility of total econom-
ic decline.11 Georgetown University’s campus newspaper, 
The Hoya, commented that, where young adults once 
sought escapism and social activism in their literature, the 
grim reality of recession had shifted their interest towards 
the more applicable theme of survival.12 Certainly, young 
adults’ fears of their reduced future prospects influenced 
the success of The Hunger Games upon its release.

Young adults coming of age in the late 2000s and early 
2010s face a world in which the American Dream known 
to their parents seems increasingly unattainable. Previous 
generations have acquired a higher standard of living than 
their parents, characterized by suitable employment after 
college, home ownership, and some level of financial sta-
bility. A 2011 Gallup poll shows that 55 percent of young 
people believe that they are “somewhat” or “very” unlikely 
to have a better life than their parents; by comparison, only 
26 percent of young people expressed similar sentiments 
in 1999.23 American youth, to a large extent, no longer be-
lieve in the certainty of the American Dream. The popular-
ity of The Hunger Games echoes this shift from optimism 
to pessimism about the future and the reality of the Amer-
ican Dream.

Collins’ opening scene features Katniss, a sixteen-year-old 
from coal mining District Twelve, illegally hunting in the 
woods in order to feed her family. She nears the fence 
marking the district’s boundary, ostensibly meant to pro-
tect the district but actually intended to prevent people like 
Katniss from leaving. Katniss comments, “District Twelve. 
Where you can starve to death in safety.”14 Her sarcastic 
evaluation of a system apparently meant to help its people 
speaks to a generation of young adults who see the guaran-
tees given to their parents’ generations falling away as they 
come of age. Katniss’ experience of poverty speaks to “the 
anxiety caused by the biggest recession in generations” 
and the apprehension of the American Dream failing to 
come true for the Millennial generation, the young adults 
coming of age in the midst of the Great Recession.15 Kat-
niss was born into a world in which an “all-powerful ruling 
elite,” the Capitol, exploits the weak and forces them into 
competition. Millennials were born into the opulent world 

of the Capitol, a world of “indulgence, superabundance, 
and optimism,” and then were abruptly thrown into a 
fiercely competitive world of uncertainty and scarcity, not 
unlike Katniss’s District Twelve.17 Like Katniss, the youth 
see that they will have to fight for their futures, which con-
tain a real possibility of poverty or, at least, less material 
success than their parents.

The central plot element of The Hunger Games is the event 
itself, the days Katniss spends in the arena fighting for her 
life. Readers follow as weak tributes perish and strong or 
clever tributes succeed. Katniss eventually is crowned the 
co-victor of The Hunger Games because of her physical abil-
ities, her survival skills, and her endurance. In this way, 
The Hunger Games is, quite simply, a “brutal, Darwinian 
struggle” which some are better equipped to win.18 One 
college freshman and avid fan of The Hunger Games said 
that she equates this competition in the novel with the fe-
rocity of professional sports or, in a symbolic way, to “the 
violence of capitalism when the economy isn’t doing 
well.”19 This is a clear indication that young people are see-
ing and responding to similarities between the opposition 
Katniss faces in the novel and the societal forces they must 
confront as they enter adulthood. American youth believe 
that capitalism, a central precondition for the American 
Dream, is an aggressive system in which they must “roll 
over [their] rivals or starve.”20 An oft-used slogan of Capitol 
citizens towards District tributes is “may the odds be ever 
in your favor.”21 Clearly, American young adults find that, 
in the capitalist arena, the odds are not in their favor. The 
Hunger Games gives voice to the feelings of stagnancy and 
frustration experienced by young adults coming of age 
during the Great Recession.

“Where young adults once 
sought escapism and social 
activism in their literature, 
the grim reality of recession 

had shifted their interst 
towards the more applicable 

theme of survival.”
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The Hunger Games continuously reinforces the reader’s 
initial impression of the wealthy Capitol citizens as apa-
thetic towards the Districts, self-centered, and content with 
the status quo. Every year, the Capitol regards the murder 
of 23 teenagers in the Hunger Games as a prime form of 
entertainment.22 As the Occupy Wall Street movement and 
similar demonstrations of political discontent have shown, 
young Americans identify the wealthy as a source of in-
equality and injustice in society. An article from Campus 
BluePrint, a student magazine from the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, compares the Capitol citi-
zens’ exploitation of the Districts to young Americans’ ex-
perience of “abuse at the hands of the ultra-rich.”23 Katniss 
is an underdog competitor in the Hunger Games: she is a 
girl from an exceptionally impoverished district who has 
lived her entire life on the verge of starvation. Before leav-
ing District Twelve to compete in the Games, she herself 
describes her chances of victory as slim:

I can’t win. Prim must know that in her heart. The competition 
will be far beyond my abilities. Kids from wealthier districts, 
where winning is a huge honor, who’ve trained their whole 
lives for this. Boys who are two to three times my size. Girls 
who know twenty different ways to kill you with a knife. Oh, 
there’ll be people like me, too. People to weed out before the 
real fun begins.24

Katniss is an underdog not because of her personal attri-
butes, but because of the advantages other tributes have by 

virtue of birth and wealth. The extreme nature of Katniss’s 
experience is a “conduit for universal experiences” of com-
ing of age.25 She, like most American youth, is formed by 
the history not only of her family, but also of her nation 
and of her circumstances.26 For young Americans, this is 
quite similar to the college admissions process, in which 
students from wealthy families, who have more opportuni-
ties available to them, meet with greater success, as do stu-
dents with college educated parents.27 The Hunger Games 
offers a mechanism through which adolescents can ques-
tion these standards that are central to the American com-

ing of age experience and wrestle with their struggles con-
nected to economic uncertainty.28

Katniss’ underdog status is indicative of the extreme class 
stratification that characterizes her society. Citizens from 
certain districts favored by the Capitol are wealthier and 
better “educated,” more similar to Capitol residents than to 
Katniss and her family. One of the most striking features 
of Panem’s class system is its strict subscription to a class 
binary: the very rich, composed of government officials 
and the lucky few born in the Capitol and its favored dis-
tricts, and the abjectly poor, the commonplace laborers in 
the other districts. When she arrives at the Capitol to com-
pete in the Hunger Games, Katniss observes the stark dis-
tinctions between life there and in her world of District 
Twelve:

What must it be like, I wonder, to live in a world where food 
appears at the press of a button? How would I spend the hours 
I now commit to combing the woods for sustenance if it were 
so easy to come by? What do they do all day, those people in the 
Capitol, besides decorating their bodies and waiting around for 
a new shipment of tributes to roll in and die for their entertain-
ment?29

The reader must compare Katniss’s account of nearly 
starving to death in District Twelve to the gross overabun-
dance of food she encounters in the Capitol. The suffering 
of Panem’s poor is caused not by scarcity of resources, but 
by misdistribution of those resources in the overwhelming 
favor of the wealthy.

While Collins does not offer an explicitly political message 
through her class system, it is evident that there is no mid-
dle class in Panem. Like most young adult dystopias, the 
society presented in The Hunger Games provides a life of 
opulence for the few and “utter misery” for the many.30 
Modern American concerns about “the erosion of the mid-
dle class” from the mid-1980s continuing to the present 
day could, ultimately, result in as stark a division between 
rich and poor as seen in Panem.31 Young people, who are 
witness to the contrasting images of billionaires such as 
Warren Buffet and their unemployed parent, can easily en-
vision modern American society, where the middle class is 
essential to the economy and to culture, transitioning into 
a Panem-like model, where families are classified as either 
rich or poor. Recent commentary has even gone so far as to 
compare Washington, DC, the hub of economic and intel-
lectual power in the United States that “the odds favor,” to 

“Collins suggests that 
Katniss has become a 

symbol of hope throughout 
the Districts.”
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“an imperial power where courtiers and influence-ped-
dlers abound”: Panem.32 The obvious reference to The 
Hunger Games indicates this author’s thought pattern: 
Panem is the true descendant of American society as it 
currently exists, and ambivalence towards the existence of 
an oppressive class will allow this trend to continue.

American young adults see the unfairness of the income 
bracket the Occupy movement deemed ‘the 1 percent’ re-
flected in its most extreme form in The Hunger Games. For 
them, it is not a very difficult jump from owning a dispro-
portionate share of American wealth and limiting social 
mobility to strictly enforcing an unbreakable class binary. 
In fact, ‘the 1 percent’ merely represents the first of many 
stages to eliminate the middle class and thus create the 
class binary. The University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill’s Campus BluePrint magazine wryly asks its readers to 
“imagine a nation where catastrophic wealth imbalance 
has led to a widening chasm between the rich and the 
poor, where violent reality-TV programming dazzles and 
satiates the general population, and where the wealthiest 
citizens enjoy abundant luxuries while the lowliest strug-
gle to find their next meal.”33 The author is ostensibly de-
scribing Panem, but clearly means to imply that his read-
ers are already living there and ought to recognize the 
features he mentions in their own lives.

Young adult science fiction often uses the death of chil-
dren to “highlight the negligence and corruption” of insti-
tutions.34 Collins utilizes the death of 12-year-old Rue, a 
tribute from District Eleven, to this effect. During The 
Hunger Games, Katniss forms an alliance and friendship 
with little Rue, who is brutally speared to death by another 
teenage tribute. Katniss sings Rue to sleep and touchingly 
covers her body with flowers. She then describes the im-
pact of Rue’s death:

Gale’s voice is in my head. His ravings against the Capitol no 
longer pointless, no longer to be ignored. Rue’s death has 
forced me to confront my own fury against the cruelty, the in-
justice they inflict upon us. But here, even more strongly than 
at home, I feel my impotence. There’s no way to take revenge 
on the Capitol. Is there?35

For Katniss, Rue’s death is the clear sign that the system 
under which she lives is intolerable for its crimes against 
children. It is the turning point at which Katniss decides 
that she will no longer passively tolerate, at least mentally, 
the abuses of the Capitol. One of the purposes of young 

adult dystopias is to voice concerns for the future so that 
young people will turn to “realistic problem solving” on a 
societal scale.36 The Hunger Games offers young adults a 
fictional portrayal of their world in extremes. Through the 
novel, readers can express “their impotence and fear,” but 
they can also ponder the changes their generation will seek 
in political and economic institutions.37

At the end of the novel, Collins suggests that Katniss has 
become a symbol of hope throughout the Districts. In or-
der to save the male tribute from District Twelve, she 
threatens to commit suicide and deprive the Capitol of a 
victor. The Capitol’s ruling elite becomes infuriated with 
the manner in which Katniss achieves victory. This act 
“smacks of rebellion” and places her life in peril, but also 
serves as an inspiration to the discontented citizens in ev-
ery district of Panem.38 In the next two books of The Hun-
ger Games trilogy, the Districts, led by Katniss, successfully 
rebel against the Capitol. She is the catalyst for widespread 
societal change. Young people, who feel powerless against 
the scope and depth of the Great Recession, are attracted to 
The Hunger Games because Katniss impacts her world in a 
way that the American youth wish they could impact 
theirs. The Hunger Games clearly suggests that “young 

Suzzane Collins wrote the best-selling Hunger 
Games Trilogy. (photo courtesy of wikimedia)
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people must be integrated into political life” for a society to 
become just.39 Thus, young people choose to read The 
Hunger Games because, underneath the brutality, poverty, 
and blatant oppression, all of which resonate with their 
coming of age moment, it includes a message of hope. 
American young adults may be able to emulate Katniss 
and succeed despite the societal factors, such as class strat-
ification, that seem to prevent them from reaching the 
American Dream.

Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games skyrocketed to popu-
larity following its 2008 release because it echoed the sen-
timents of its youth audience through themes of social and 
economic inequality, class stratification, and striving to 
overcome oppression. As youth deal with the phenome-
non of coming of age in a time of uncertainty, The Hunger 
Games acts as a mechanism through which they can ex-
press their fears and hopes for change. American young 
adults are no longer convinced of the promise of the Amer-
ican Dream; they see a world of class division and increas-
ing economic and social hardship and oppression in their 

futures. The Hunger Games is a dystopia for this genera-
tion, highlighting their concerns about the culture and the 
institutions they are poised to inherit.
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In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche introduces the idea of the Übermensch: a super-

human god-like creator of values who concerns himself chiefly with “this world,” 

as opposed to with some afterlife. The socio-political landscape of contemporary 

heteronormative American society affords a homosexual the opportunity to emerge 

as an Übermensch of sorts. Simply in engaging in society openly and honestly in or-

der to express his or her sexuality, he or she must reject the call to sameness and 

behave independently, authentically, and uniquely. To achieve the end of living a 

genuine and sincere life, he or she will necessarily adopt a host of qualities with 

which Nietzsche explicitly and implicitly associates the Übermensch.

Breaking the Normative
The Modern Homosexual as Neitzsche’s Übermensch

Brandon Short



Throughout contemporary Western culture, there exists a 
notable disparity between the sociopolitical sexual experi-
ences of a heterosexual person and those of a homosexual 
person. Until that disparity is—at least in terms of ease, 
regularity, and acceptance—gone, there remains a unique 
opportunity for an otherwise run-of-the-mill American to 
distinctly create himself to be a Nietzschean Übermensch, 
at least in the realm of his sexual expression.

“It wouldn’t always have been this easy,” Nietzsche, nostal-
gic for life-affirming Greco-Roman society, might cry to-
day, “to emerge as an Übermensch-type figure.” Before the 
advent of Christianity and the Christianization of the West, 
and before a society in which “[e]verybody wants the same, 
everybody is the same: [and] whoever feels different goes 
voluntarily into a madhouse,” homosexuality was accepted 
and prized in some prominent forms often encountered in 
that Greco-Roman society. Male athletes at gymnasium 
and the strongest of warriors on the battlefield were nor-
mally involved in homosexual relations (or at least lodged 
firmly in a culture the same was commonplace). To disap-
point one’s lover, who was often one’s mentor and coach, 

and who was of the same sex, was the ultimate disgrace. 
“Far from finding homosexuality and athleticism mutually 
exclusive, [the Greeks] considered gay sex an excellent 
training regimen and an inspiration for military valor.”1

In terms of expression of homoeroticism, and as a parallel 
to the Nietzschean critique that Christianity and its facets 
(such as heteronormativity) shifed society’s value from 
strength to weakness, Christianity valorized weakness in 
expression. If life is to be lived as an art, Christian morality 
concerning sexuality attempts to regulate that art: “Reli-
gion distorted the human by enshrining a moral code suit-
able only for slaves.”2 With women, men are to do x, y, and 
z at a, b, or c time; but never to do p or q. It is not the case 
that pre-regulation is a state prior to any rules regarding 

and constricting freedom, but rather that under pre-regu-
lation there existed a different set of rules more conducive 
to free expression (especially regarding sexuality).

Social constructs give us a reality to which we can cling; 
facts—which, per Nietzsche, are only social constructs—
come about to prevent us from feeling lost. A regulation of 
sexuality gives society a beacon of stability. Since most 
members of society are heterosexual, normalizing hetero-
sexuality as “permissible” was an all-too “natural” process. 
The creation of heteronormativity as a “truth” has, histori-
cally, served as a stepping stone to the gathering and con-
trol of power, insofar as “truth resides in the enhancement 
of the feeling of power.”3

Because of the undeniable existence of homosexual per-
sons, the normalization of and granting-of-power to het-
erosexuality has resulted in a naturalized condition in 
which there is less tolerance of conflict with reality; notably 
when such a conflict with reality means “coming out of the 
closet.” The homosexual, the Matthew Shepherd, the 
cross-dresser, and the slut or asexual, pose potential threats 
to the constructed reality that austere heterosexuality is re-
ality. Although much progress has been made since the 
days of burning witches with faggots or the assassination 
of Harvey Milk, support of the One who embraces the 
“chaos in oneself,” or those who support such an embrace 
still face consequences to the tune of boycott in a capitalis-
tic the society.4

For example, in 2012, Nabisco, the producer of the famous 
Oreo cookie, released a “gay” cookie—rainbow frosting fill-
ing their standard cookie wafers—to celebrate a gay-pride 
parade; it felt the blowback from One Million Moms and 
other “moral watchdog groups,” who were calling for a 
boycott of the cookie and the company. When Nabisco, in 
its small way, separated from the herd, its separation was 
not welcomed by all.

When one is “thrown into the world” homosexual (to lease 
Heidegger’s terminology), one is born into quite a para-
doxical state. One is likely “to become a function of the 
herd,” that herd of “our European morality.”6 He is more 
likely to be such because he is kept in check by fear of de-
parting from the accepted morality of the powerful. Simul-
taneously, though, and paradoxically, he is in a position to 
surpass the commonly established right and wrong. His 
unique condition of self lets him live artfully; and the art of 
his life will be extra unique, in accordance with his condi-

“Though man has a 
tendency, according to 

Niezsche, to torture himself, 
the Übermensch refuses to 

be self-torturous.”
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tion. For him to “live at the right time” or to live at all (ac-
cording to Nietzsche) is for him to shatter norms and 
rules.7

When a homosexual person comes out of the closet by 
publicly expressing his human drives and desires, he en-
gages in a conflict with reality. By denying the temptation 
to follow the herd and not to express his homosexuality, 
such as by remaining in the closet, resorting to suicide, 
etc., he is compacting to “sail only into uncharted seas.”8 
For Nietzsche, there are yea-sayers and nay-sayers, and he 
who embraces his true nature is shouting a “yea!” since 
such an embrace laughs in the face of the heteronormative 
set of societal standards. He is currently winning the “fear-
ful struggle on earth,” which it has been involved in as a 
part of the timeless struggle between the opposing values 
of “good” and “bad.”9

The Übermensch-esque affirmer of life who “comes out of 
the closet” rejects what Nietzsche models as Christianity’s 
“oneness.” To one-ify all as heterosexual, it can be said, 
might be an extrapolated “goal” of Western Christianity’s 
unification. Progress of this unification is impeded by the 
free expression of the homosexual other. Like a Nietzsche-
an Übermensch, the homosexual stays left out, and remains 
misunderstood. Despite and because of his lonely condi-
tion in the fabric of society, he sees the empty abyss of the 
hollowness and flimsiness of the “value” of heteronorma-
tivity, and he does not waver. Though man has a tendency, 
according to Nietzsche, to torture himself; the Übermensch 
refuses to be self-torturous. Driven and cheered on by his 
knowledge of the above-mentioned hollowness, he is able 
to garner real power, by existing as his possibilities. Each 
time he holds his boyfriend’s hand in public, or each time 
she marches in a gay-pride parade, he or she is moving 
toward life. He or she recognizes that there is no absolute 
truth, so homosexuality is not an abomination (“against 
whom, anyway?” Nietzsche would wonder), and that the 
real truth is his or her interpretation and carrying-out of 
his or her most intimate human drives.

Overcoming the fear of ridicule (or death, in some coun-
tries) is to accept life. Living his potential and expressing 
his will to power is how he comes closest to real truth. Ac-
ceptance and expression of self by a homosexual allows 
that person to become—to use a Nietzschean term—a 
“strange one,” and thus, to become closer to being an 
Übermensch.10

It is not hard to imagine a “closet case’s” life as full of re-
sentment. Of course, he who chooses not to express his 
deepest and most intensely driven desires will find the en-
ergy of those desires become pent up. The energy of such 
desires, not expressed naturally, manifest in the form of 
resentment, anger, disgust, and jealousy. By nature, the 
“closet case” has desire to live, and to live truly; but non-
expression of his most human drives stunts his living, and 
makes futile and unfulfilled his desire to live. Such a closet 
case will always be surmising, and never living. All his ac-
tions will be thought, and not actualized. In the case of 
homosexuality, one can (with a little imagination) figure 
what form imaginative “thought actions” might take. Mere 
mental representations or non-conventional encounters 
behind the backs of their wives take the place of more rou-
tine methods of sexual expression. For them, the function-
al, open, and “immoral” practice of homosexuality is, as-
toundingly, not preferable to self-torture. This poor case 
misses out on the joy, strength, and terribleness of living 
dangerously and humanly. The price paid for such repres-
sion is freedom, and specifically, the freedom to live im-
mediately. The glory of immediacy is forgone for a safer, 
planned, and inauthentic existence.

German Philosopher Friedrich Neitzsche proposed 
his theory of the Übermensch in His Work Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra. (Photo Courtesy of Wikimedia)
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When a homosexual finds himself thrown into the world 
as such, he experiences a crisis: he can either live inau-
thentically and follow the herd, or he can follow his nature 
and refuse to upset what is given to him. In choosing the 
latter, he opts to live sincerely (sine-cira), or without a 
mask.

One can explore and analyze the Übermensch-like affirmer 
of life and his own sexuality, through the lens of the Nietsz-
chean prospect of the “eternal recurrence of the same.” 
When the affirmer embraces his sexuality, he is overcom-
ing a fear and expressing a will to power. Once a person 
appreciates his own sexual reality as it actually, phenome-
nologically is, he finds an existence which is suitable for 
eternal recurrence. That is to say, once there is no external-
ly-influenced construction of fantasies of an alternate, 
non-existent reality, then there is a man who is connected 
with reality and the way that things are. The openly gay 
person is willing to change his life for “sacred injustice” he 
is willing to shift from the inauthentic to the authentic for 
the sake of the integrity of his life as a work.11

There is some considerable speculation that Nietzsche 
may have been a homosexual. Through this lens, although 
it runs the risk of being historical gossip, it is interesting to 
consider that his discontent with society and its life-crush-
ing set of standards and roles may have had roots in his 
own sexuality. 

Taking into consideration a common tendency to relate 
homosexuality with femininity, Joachim Koehler com-
ments on Nietzsche’s acquisition of effeminacy that those 
who knew him were “not blind to [his] vanity and the scru-
pulous care he devoted to his appearance…especially his 
huge moustache, which protected him from any charge of 
having feminine characteristics about him” and “[h]e had 
‘an attractive deportment,’ with a trace of the feminine 
about it.”12 At Nietzsche’s time, undoubtedly, there were 
societal pressures of heteronormativity even stronger than 
those that exist today. Koehler notes pressure from by Ni-
etzsche’s male contemporaries to marry, along with pres-
sure for him not to “spend [his] time with men.”13 At sev-
eral points throughout his life, Nietzsche was under 
pressure from such contemporaries to marry—an act 
which would finally consummate an alignment of Ni-

etzsche with the sexual norms of his (and our) era. Koehler 
takes his insinuations so far as to claim that Nietzsche had 
“a double identity.”14

If Nietzsche did, in fact, have homosexual urges, it does 
little but contribute to an explanation for the thoroughness 
and depth of his arguments against blindly following the 
herd. Nietzsche’s being urged by doctors to “find himself a 
wife” gave him an all-too-proximate sampling of the call-
ing of his heteronormatively culture to deny life, leave in-
dependent artful expression by the wayside, and subscribe 
to the way of the many.

In this century, it is interesting to consider the grim case of 
Tyler Clementi, who took his own life after being “outed” 
by several peers in the fall of 2010. Tragically, the hetero-
normative and homophobic conditions which pervade 
contemporary American society and allow for the everyday 
homosexual to become a sort of Übermensch, are the very 
same conditions which cause hundreds of non-heterosex-
ual people to resort to such extreme measures every year. 
Nietzsche might consider these as the only two options 
actually available, in the long run: “he destroys himself or 
creates himself for eternal life.”15

The desire to “come out” and express oneself and one’s 
will to power is a “source of pain because it induces [one] 
to experience [one’s] actual condition as ‘dissatisfying’ or 
‘lacking.’”16 If the conditions for an openly homosexual 
person are too awful to bear, according to one’s own per-
ceptive reality, then the above-mentioned desire cannot be 
satisfied. “The pain,” Reginster suggests in his analysis of 
the Nietzschean will to power The Affirmation of Life, “is 
now caused by the mere occurrence of a desire.”17 In order 
to make the pain stop and to bring about the elimination of 
suffering, or psychological tension, caused by the panging 
dissonance between oneself and one’s condition, Clementi 
(and that tragic number throughout history of those who 
have done what he did) ended his own life, and therefore 
ended his suffering.

When a homosexual refuses the call to sameness, and in-
stead affirms life and creates his own truth, he emulates a 
Nietzschean Übermensch. Overcoming fears of being “oth-
ered” and acknowledging the vacuity backing Western 

“When the affirmer embraces his sexuality, he is 
overcoming a fear and expressing a will to power.”
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standards of “moral” sexual conduct allow this heroic fig-
ure to emerge as the one over the many. Tragically, it can 
also happen that a repression of life, caused by the human 
need to follow the many, leads to a literal rejection of life: 
one possible contributing element in the discussion on 
suicide among GLBTQ youth.
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The use of euthanasia and assisted suicide as treatment for those suffering from 

terminal or chronic neurological diseases continues to be a highly controversial 

ethical and legal question. Illegal in most of the world, euthanasia and assisted 

suicide continue to be neglected as possible routes to the reduction of an individu-

al’s suffering. As the number of terminal illnesses threatens to rise exponentially in 

future decades, this article examines “the right to die” as a potentially legitimate 

medical option. However, if we as a society are to permit the use of assisted suicide, 

there must be stricter regulations to prevent abuse and malpractice both physically 

and ethically.

Death: A Conversation
The Moral and Legal  Complexities of Assisted Suicide

Richard Balagtas



Suffering is highly subjective, and, as is often the case, it is 
an internal and psychological feeling. Physically, it is im-
possible for ethicists or physicians to fully understand a 
patient’s pain. Therefore, individuals with a terminal ill-
ness often contemplate the thought of euthanasia and as-
sisted suicide. Common reasons for patients to consider 
euthanasia include pain, anticipated pain, fear of indignity, 
loss of control, and cognitive impairment; the most report-
ed reason is fear of being a burden.1 “Suicide was contem-
plated by a few, who would have preferred a change in the 
law to allow them to end their lives with medical help,” al-
lowing for a more dignified death.2

According to The Telegraph, one in ten suicides is commit-
ted by someone seriously ill, suffering from a terminal or 
chronic neurological disease such as multiple sclerosis 
(MS), motor neuron disease, Huntington’s disease, or can-
cer.3 The World Health Organization states that certain 
neurological illnesses such as dementia and Alzheimer’s 
disease will double by 2030 and more than triple by 2050.4 

Given that the number of individuals that will become af-
flicted with a terminal neurological disease is increasing, 
the amount of suicide cases will more than likely follow. 
Many of these suicides could be avoided if there were a 
safer, more regulated process of ending life, such as as-
sisted suicide. There is the possibility that greater care and 
attention for individuals suffering from such diseases that 
are contemplating suicide would result in lower suicide 
rates. However, every patient has the right to refuse medi-
cal treatment, resulting in a form of passive euthanasia 
undertaken by the patient. There may not be a right an-
swer to the question of euthanasia or assisted suicide, 
however, there are several factors that need to be consid-
ered if one is to approach the question ethically.

Given the understanding that one in ten suicides is com-
mitted by individuals with terminal illnesses, could it be 
morally ethical to euthanize terminal patients with their 
permission under the argument that it would be a safer, 
more peaceful way to end their suffering? As a result of the 
potential in reducing suffering, could euthanasia or as-
sisted suicide evolve into an accepted medical treatment or 
practice? If this is to occur, we, as a society, are definitively 
stating that it is acceptable to utilize and prescribe death as 
a treatment for terminal patients.

What is Assisted Suicide?
When discussing euthanasia, there must be a clear dis-
stinction between what is morally and legally acceptable. 
What is acceptable in terms of the law may not always be 
morally and ethically acceptable.

There are two types of euthanasia: active euthanasia and 
passive euthanasia. Active euthanasia is described as direct 
action with the intention of killing the patient. Passive eu-
thanasia is described as withholding treatment, thereby 
allowing for the patient to die. This distinction is “en-
dorsed in a statement adopted by the House of Delegates 
of the American Medical Association.”5 As one can imag-
ine, the passive form of euthanasia can take significantly 
longer to cause the death of the patient.

While active euthanasia is quick and painless, passive eu-
thanasia can take up to a few days or even weeks of con-
tinual suffering. The American Medical Association 
(AMA) states that, “the intention of the palliative treatment 
is to relieve pain and suffering, but the patient’s death is a 
possible side effect of the treatment.”6 Sharon Fraser and 
James Walters claim that it is ethically acceptable for a phy-

british author terry pratchett directed the 
documentary choosing to die, which profiles 
several cases of assisted suicide (Courtesy of 
Wikimedia)
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sician to gradually increase the medication for a patient 
with the understanding that this medication may depress 
respiration and cause death.7 Doctors are generally permit-
ted to administer medication that may potentially cause 
death as long as they are able to support that the drugs also 
had the ability to reduce pain. The question that arises is 
which of these two forms of euthanasia is considered more 
morally or ethically acceptable?

Those who oppose euthanasia believe that the act of killing 
someone is morally worse than letting someone die. This 
is emphasized by the AMA’s support of passive euthana-
sia. However, is this a valid statement? Philosopher James 
Rachels provides two hypothetical scenarios to shed some 
light on this belief. In the first event, a man plots to end the 
life of his 6 year old cousin as he stands to gain much from 
the boy’s death. He drowns the child and collects the insur-
ance money. In the second scenario, a man enters the 
scene with the same intention of ending the boy’s life for a 
profitable gain. However, just as he is about to commit his 
crime, the boy slips and hits his head and begins to drown. 
The man is delighted and stands nearby waiting in the 
event that the boy’s head resurfaces.8 If we take the view of 
the AMA, the man who allowed the boy to die has acted 
within the law. 

Such a statement is controversial. Suppose that the man 
who allowed the child to die pleaded with the court stating, 
“I didn’t kill him; I merely let him die.” In a society in 
which letting someone die was in itself less bad than kill-
ing, this statement would alleviate some blame. However, 
such an audacious claim in a court setting today can only 
been seen as a convoluted perversion of moral reasoning. 
Note that doctors do not face this same situation. James 
White’s idea that “Doctors are concerned only with cases 
in which the patient’s life is of no further use to him, or in 
which the patient’s life has become or will soon become a 
burden,” may seem like a brutal statement, however the 
point is the same in each case.9 One of the primary con-
cerns cited by terminally ill is that they “…don’t want to get 
to that point in life where [they] can no longer move or take 
care of [themselves]. ‘I don’t want to be a burden for my 
loved ones.’”10 The difference between killing someone 
and letting someone die does not present a clear moral 
distinction. For example, if a doctor lets a patient die, he is 
in the same ethical and moral position as if he had given 
the patient a lethal injection.

Euthanasia is often looked at in terms of utilitarianism. 
Peter Singer states that, “there are no paternalistic reasons 

that justify denying voluntary euthanasia.”11 If one believes 
that a person is a conscious and rational being, then to 
voluntarily euthanize someone is to be seen as a form of 
active euthanasia with the consent of the person being 
killed. For example, in hospitals, people can refuse to re-
ceive medical treatment essential to keeping them alive, 
thereby practicing voluntary euthanasia. While killing a 
person is immoral, in Singer’s case, it would be worse to 
deny someone the right to end his or her life. Singer states 
that the point of euthanasia is often to end suffering. Thus, 
to prohibit such a right would result in increased unhappi-
ness since the patient would be forced to live with pro-
longed suffering.

It is important to note that even in some regions where 
euthanasia is legalized, the right is often abused. Accord-
ing to the Canadian Medical Association Journal (CMAJ), 
records show that in 2007, in the Flanders region of Bel-
gium, euthanasia practices were carried out without the 
explicit consent of the patient in 77.9% of cases.12 Euthana-
sia and assisted suicide predominately involved patients 
less than 80 years old (79.6%), those with progressive can-
cers (80.2%), and those who were dying at home (50.3%).13 
The most popular reason given by physicians who admin-
istered euthanasia procedures without patient consent was 
that the patient had fallen into comatose (70.1%). In 40.4% 
of cases, physicians stated that the patient had, “…previ-
ously expressed a wish to end life.”14 It is critical to note 
that this “expression” is not equivalent to an explicit re-
quest for euthanasia. In countries where euthanasia is il-
legal, doctors do not have the ability to directly end a pa-
tient’s life even with patient consent. However, in countries 
such as Belgium, some doctors are taking it upon them-
selves to decide when a terminal patient’s life should end. 
This is by no means ethical or moral, as it does not respect 
the dignity of the human person.

Active euthanasia can be considered murder even with the 
written request of the terminal patient. For example, a 
man named Sean Davison, a forensics professor from the 
University of the Western Cape, was forced to make the 
decision between watching his 84-year-old mother die a 
slow painful death from progressive cancer or to end her 
life himself. Pat Ferguson, Sean’s mother, had signed a liv-
ing will requesting no antibiotics, no resuscitation, and no 
form of nutrition. By asking to be taken off life support, 
she was accepting the reality of her unfortunate death. 
However, due to laws prohibiting euthanasia, she was un-
able to receive a peaceful, quick death. Instead, she had no 
other alternatives except to endure the suffering until her 
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time came naturally. As described by her son, “…no one 
could have imagined her skin bruising and sticking to my 
fingers, the smell of rotting flesh, a tongue that is com-
pletely decayed and bed sores that make you wince at their 
sight.”15 In late 2012, Mr. Davison was arrested and sen-
tenced to five months house arrest in New Zealand for pro-
curing and counseling assisted suicide. When the sen-
tence was handed down, the High Court Judge stated, 
“Although in my view there was significant premeditation, 
you acted out of compassion and love and not for any per-
sonal gain.”16

From one perspective, Mr. Davison murdered his mother. 
From the other, Mr. Davison ended the suffering that his 
mother was experiencing, essentially performing euthana-
sia. From both a legal and moral standpoint, the result is 
the same: he took the life of another human being. How-
ever, there is an important distinction to be made here. He 
did not take his mother’s life out of spite or greed, but out 
of love. It was clear by his description that his mother was 
in a tremendous amount of pain, and very few people 
would be able to watch complacently as his mother tarves 
herself to death. In situations like this, one can see the 
potential of active euthanasia.

The Current Reality of Euthanasia and 
Assisted Suicide 
If one cannot alleviate the growing number of terminal pa-
tients who wish to end their lives, one can provide the 
means for a safer, more regulated process of euthanasia. 
“To live with dignity – to die with dignity,” has been the 
motto of Dignitas since its founding in 1998 in Switzer-
land. The non-profit organization is infamously known for 
being a “point-of-no-return” travel destination for those 
wishing to end their lives. 

Dignitas has helped end the lives of over 1,000 people 
since its founding. Admission into the program is tightly 
regulated. In order to qualify, one must be a member of 
Dignitas, be of sound mind and judgment, and possess 
the minimum level of mobility required to self-administer 
the drug. In addition, the patient is required to be exam-
ined by a medical physician on two instances to determine 
if the individual has a “…terminal disease, an incapacitat-
ing disability, or unbearable pain.”17 Medical records and a 
written letter of consent stating the explicit desire of the 
individual for assisted suicide is also necessary.

However, due to the debilitating effects of many terminal 
or chronic illnesses, some people contemplating the idea 
of assisted suicide may have to end their lives earlier than 
is really necessary. For example, many individuals who are 
diagnosed with Alzheimer’s or Multiple Sclerosis and 
choose to end their lives through Dignitas’ services do so 
at an age at which their disease has not progressed far. The 
illness has not yet destroyed their mental processes, which 
could possibly degrade to a point in which communication 
becomes an issue. At this time, they would no longer be 
considered suitable for assisted suicide with Dignitas as 
they cannot give their explicit consent. “There was the fear 
that if I didn’t do it now, I might not be able to do it all,” 
stated a 42 year old who was accepted into the assisted sui-
cide program of Dignitas for multiple sclerosis.18 All of 
these factors are necessary to ensure that individuals are 
not abusing the potential benefits of assisted suicide. The 
individual must be healthy enough to make the decision to 
end his or her life but also deemed ill enough to be consid-
ered for assisted suicide in the first place.

Chemical structure of pentobarbital, the most 
commonly used lethal substance in assisted 
suicides. (courtesy of Wikimedia)

60

Elements  : :  Spring 2014



The act of watching someone willingly end his or her life 
is without a doubt very difficult. In a BBC documentary ti-
tled Terry Pratchett: Choosing to Die, Terry Pratchett, an au-
thor struggling with early onset Alzheimer’s, tells the story 
of two individuals who have decided to end their lives 
through Dignitas’ services. One of the most shocking 
scenes in the film is the death of Peter Smedley. After wil-
ingly taking the lethal dose of the barbituate Nembutal, 

Smedley’s first words are, “Can I have chocolate now? Oh! 
What a ghastly taste. I’d like to thank everyone here; you’ve 
all been first class.”19 The caretakers, and even his own 
wife, do not seem to be at all disturbed by the sight of 
Smedley’s suicide. Dignitas utilizes sodium pentobarbital, 
a commonly used narcotic, which induces comatose when 
ingested in concentrated amounts. This causes the patient 
to fall asleep as they gradually lose respiratory function, 
causing the heart to lose oxygen, and eventually die. The 
whole process, from drinking the fatal sedative to death, 
takes only a few minutes. While disturbing to watch, this 
method of death is a peaceful alternative for many suffer-
ing from terminal illness.

If there is a way in which assisted suicide should happen, 
a peaceful, quick death is considered the best option. In 
Mr. Smedley’s final moments, he laid his head down as his 
wife gently caressed his hands. Terry Pratchett states, “…I 
can’t believe the calmness. What’s going on here isn’t ex-
actly medicine,” in reference to a Dignitas caretaker asking 
Mr. Smedley if he is sure that he wishes to die today. Twen-
ty-one percent of people receiving assisted suicide in Dig-
nitas do not have terminal or progressive illnesses but “a 
weariness of life.” In addition, 70% of people who reach 
out to Dignitas requesting assisted suicide do not go 
through with the procedure: “…sometimes just having the 
option to die is enough. People don’t go through with it 
because they know they can.”20 This statistic illustrates 
that even if people were given the legal right or capacity to 
euthanize themselves in a safe manner, many would 
choose against it. Allowing people the right to euthanasia 
or assisted suicide does not necessarily mean that there 
will be an increase in the amount of people electing for 
treatment. 

Tighter, more stringent requirements for euthanasia and 
assisted suicide will be the only way to properly handle this 
growing trend. The Death with Dignity Act passed by vot-
ers of Oregon in 1994, which was later reaffirmed in 1997, 
allows terminally ill Oregon residents to obtain and use 
lethal prescriptions from their physicians for assisted sui-
cide. Under this act, ending one’s life in accordance with 
the law is not considered to be suicide. The act legalizes 

physician-assisted suicide but explicitly prohibits euthana-
sia.21 Many of the requirements to obtain a prescription are 
similar to Dignitas regulations, but with one crucial differ-
ence: the person must be a resident of the state of Oregon. 
Similar to Dignitas, several physicians must examine the 
patient to ensure that he or she is of sound mind and is 
fully aware of the consequences of taking the drug. In ad-
dition, the individual must suffer from a terminal illness 
and have the capacity to self-administer the drug.22 Termi-
nal illness is defined by the Death with Dignity Act as: “…
an illness that will lead to death in six months.” According 
to Oregon’s Public Health Department, “To comply with 
the law, physicians must report to the Department of Hu-
man Services, all prescriptions for lethal medications.”23 
As of 2012, there have been 673 documented cases of peo-
ple who have died through assisted suicide. However, 
1,050 prescriptions were written out, so although 1,050 
people received the lethal drug, only 64% of them decided 
to end their lives. This supports the idea that if one has the 
ability to take one’s own life in a peaceful, controlled way, 
many times he or she will not go through with the proce-
dure.

Regulation: Euthanasia and Assisted Sui-
cide are Not Treatments

The ethics of euthanasia and assisted suicide revolve 
around the question of whether the means justify the 
ends. Does there exist a true solution to the ethical contro-
versy of euthanasia and assisted suicide that respects and 
dignifies the person’s life it is ending? If so, does this solu-
tion take the institution of euthanasia and prescribe it as 
an accepted medical treatment?

“The ethics behind euthanasia and assisted suicide 
revolve around the question of whether the means justify 

the ends.”
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In order to be a solution, euthanasia and assisted suicide 
require a clearer, more distinct outline of its boundaries. 
According to Emeritus Professor Len Doyal, one of the 
UK’s leading medical ethicists, “Doctor assisted deaths are 
taking place on a regular and recurring basis in the UK.”24 
If euthanasia and assisted suicide are to co-exist with eth-
ics and morality, they must be properly regulated and un-
derstood. Doctors will often times withdraw life-sustaining 
treatments such as feeding tubes from terminal patients 
with the ultimate goal of alleviating suffering. Many medi-
cal professionals may not wish to admit the hard truth, but 
the act of removing life-sustaining treatment from termi-
nally ill patients is morally equivalent to active euthanasia. 
There must be a clear understanding that if euthanasia 
and assisted suicide are to be considered permissible in 
the medical field, they are not to be used as an alternative 
treatment.

Countries such as France are making rapidly new develop-
ments in the area of assisted suicide. President Francois 
Hollande commissioned a report which gives doctors per-
mission to “accelerate death” for the terminally ill. “The 
right to die should be granted to those who have made an 
explicit request, or if the patient is unconscious, to those 
whose family requests a withdrawal of life-support; or to 
those in a vegetative state,” states medical school professor 
Dr. Didier Sicard.25 Since 2005, doctors in France have the 
ability to “leave patients to die” when deemed that the pa-
tient was gravely and incurably ill.

Terminally ill patients and their families are criticizing 
many doctors. They accuse the medical profession of hav-
ing a “cure at all costs” mentality that does not take into 
account the “…psychological distress of patients and of 
their wishes.”26 Dr. Sicard recommends three acceptable 
scenarios in which assisted suicide should be allowed: one, 
an explicit request by the terminal patient, or previous in-
structions prior to the condition which has left the patient 
deteriorated and unable to give permission; two, the with-
drawal of life supporting machinery by the explicit request 
of the patient’s family when the patient is unconscious; 
and three, the withdrawal of medical treatment when it 
sustains the body in only a vegetative state.27 While pain-
killers will relieve much of the pain that an individual is 
experiencing, they are by no means a suitable treatment. 
Painkillers can not cure or treat a patient’s terminal dis-
ease, but merely make one comfortable in their final 
hours. This is the current method utilized by doctors who 
have the understanding that there is nothing more they 
can do to cure the patient. The three conditions for ap-

proved assisted suicide described by Dr. Sicard respect the 
decision of the patient and stress the importance of the 
explicit permission and consent of the patient requesting 
to die. In this situation, euthanasia and assisted suicide are 
not looked at as medical treatments but as peaceful alter-
natives to unavoidable suffering.

For many people, medical justice is understood as the fair 
and equal treatment of patients. What many do not realize 
is that the current situation contains elements of injustice. 
Terminally ill patients are sometimes too debilitated to 
take the steps necessary or to go through the lengthy pro-
cess to end their suffering should they desire to do so. In 
France, the medical board has allowed the assisted suicide 
of terminally ill patients only after the continual persis-
tence of the patient with a request to end their life. How-
ever, there exists a fear of allowing euthanasia or assisted 
suicide to persist, for “…there is the perception that any 
change in the status quo will inevitably lead to widespread 
abuse.”28 If one of the principle reasons not to support eu-
thanasia or assisted suicide is the potential abuse of the 
system, then the only solution is tighter regulation.

Currently, both Dignitas and the Public Health Depart-
ment of the State of Oregon allow for assisted suicide in 
terminally ill patients. However, both of these organiza-
tions require a lengthy screening process that usually 
takes up to three to four months from moment of contact 
to assisted suicide. There is not much room for error when 
it comes to death. In both instances, several physiatrists 
review the terminal patient to ensure that he or she is of 
sound mind. Furthermore, several psychiatrists review the 
terminal patient, each requesting the medical history of 
the patient. Only when the terminal patient has passed 
each round of inspection is he or she given the opportunity 
to end his or her life through assisted suicide. There is no 
way to speed up the process once it has begun. In this 
manner, euthanasia organizations can ensure there is no 
foul play.

Unfortunately, this system has failed Dignitas in the past. 
In 2005, the Swiss based company went under investiga-
tion for helping a woman who was not terminally ill to end 
her life. According to records, the 69-year-old women ap-
proached Dignitas with a medical report showing that she 
had terminal liver cirrhosis. After she passed through the 
screening process, she was given a lethal dose of sodium 
pentobarbital to induce comatose, and eventually death. “A 
routine autopsy carried out by German authorities when 
the body was brought back from Switzerland exposed the 
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report as a fake and added that although the woman had 
depression, she was physically fit”; this meant that some-
thing had gone wrong during Dignitas’ screening process. 
How could they have made such a critical error when deal-
ing with such an ethical issue? Furthermore, the primary 
doctor who had reviewed her files employed by Dignitas 
had also passed away, having committed suicide after he 
was informed that the German woman he had helped to 
commit suicide was not terminally ill. Further investiga-
tion discovered that the woman had persuaded her per-
sonal doctor to falsify her medical records under the un-
derstanding that she wished to obtain sick leave from 
work. Her doctor reported that he had no idea she would 
use the false records to persuade a case with Dignitas to 
help her commit suicide. Ludwig Minelli, the founder of 
Dignitas defended his organization by stating: “The doc-
tor’s report that I was given indicated the woman was suf-
fering the cirrhosis of the liver as well as hepatitis.”29 Even 
if the medical records stated that she was terminally ill, the 
mandatory inspections by doctors employed by Dignitas 
should have followed up on the report to ensure no foul 
play. If assisted suicide and euthanasia are to become an 
integrated part of the future, stricter investigation and reg-
ulation of the process must be ensured so that nothing of 
this magnitude happens on a larger scale.

When discussing the legalization of euthanasia and as-
sisted suicide, it is important to discuss its purpose. If the 
purpose of euthanasia and assisted suicide is death, the 
dignity of the individual is not taken into account. There-
fore this approach is immoral and unethical. If the explicit 
desire and wish to end the suffering of the patient is the 
purpose, then euthanasia and assisted suicide could be an 
ethical treatment. A doctor is both a physician and a healer, 
assigned with curing and treating diseases, but also heal-
ing and appealing to the human aspect. As grim as it may 
be, assisted suicide and euthanasia may provide the solu-
tion, provided that the patient has given his or her explicit 
consent that this is their desire. If the purpose of euthana-
sia and assisted suicide is to end the suffering of the pa-
tients, thus increasing happiness, it is considered more 
ethical and moral than if the purpose is to view death as a 
specific treatment.

Assisted suicide and euthanasia have been at the center of 
medical ethics for decades. The difficulty of the matter lies 
in the danger of viewing euthanasia and assisted suicide as 
potential treatments for terminal disease. If we devolve 
into a society that willingly kills people who are going to 
die anyway, we lose much of what makes us human. How-

ever, there is much to be gained in working toward a soci-
ety in which assisted suicide and euthanasia are viable op-
tions for terminal patients who wish to end their suffering 
in a controlled, predictable manner.
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In August 2008, Russian tanks and troops rolled into the neighboring state of Geor-

gia to fight over the disputed separatist regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. Since 

then, the Five-Day War has been justified by Russia as an act of humanitarian interven-

tion, even as the West has denounced it as a show of aggressive neo-imperialism 

against a democracy. Such simplistic judgments, however, hide the more complex 

truth that both sides were at fault. enabled by the nationalist sentiments and new 

political structures of its Rose Revolution, Georga overzealously plunged into bat-

tle on the misguided expectation of American assistance, while Russia craftily ex-

ploited a humanitarian crisis to pursue long-standing policy objectives. A compari-

son with the 1991-1992 South Ossetian war, in which Russia did not intervene on a 

state basis, reveals that the main difference lies not in a policy change but in the two 

states’ relative power distributions and practical considerations, which made direct 

Russian-Georgian war tenable in 2008 but not in 1991. 

Altruism and Imperialism
Russia’s Invasion of Georgia in the Five-Day War

Sean Keeley



In August 2008, just as leaders of the international com-
munity gathered in Beijing for the Summer Olympics, the 
world’s attention was diverted to a volatile region of the 
South Caucasus. On the morning of August 8, Russian 
troops and tanks rolled into the neighboring state of Geor-
gia in response to Georgian attacks on the city of Tskhin-
vali, part of the disputed separatist region of South Osse-
tia.1 Five days, 850 deaths and 100,000 displaced civilians 
later, Russia emerged the clear military victor, making a 
peace settlement with Georgia, while for the first time de-
claring the territories of South Ossetia and Abkhazia inde-
pendent states.2

Russia may have easily won the military victory, but they 
did not emerge unscathed on the international stage. For 
many in the West, what came to be known as the Five-Day 
War was a troubling indication of Russian aggression, im-
perialism, and even a return to Cold War-era power poli-
tics.3 Senator John McCain spoke for many in denouncing 
Russia for invading “a small, democratic neighbor to gain 
more control over the world’s oil supply, intimidate other 
neighbors, and further their ambitions of reassembling 
the Russian empire.”4 The Russians, however, put forth a 
much different story, claiming that they intervened for hu-
manitarian purposes following Georgia’s aggressive at-
tacks on Tskhinvali and their general oppression of the 
South Ossetian minority.5 In November of 2008, Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov argued that the war was 
fought “to defend the highest civilization values: the right 
of a human for life and freedom, protection against ethnic 
discrimination.”6

With such dichotomous views of the war’s origin and pur-
pose, the question remains: why did the 2008 Russian-
Georgian War happen? Since the war, opinions as to its 
cause have tended to be split along stark lines, with many 
commentators seeking a “criminal/victim distinction” that 
would place the blame solely on one side.7  However, such 
views are short-sighted, informed by bias that overlooks 
larger historical trends and the uncomfortable truth that 
both parties were almost equally at fault. Looking at the 
South Ossetia War of 1991-1992—a similar conflict be-
tween Georgia and South Ossetia that saw a more moder-
ate Russian response—provides a fruitful comparison to 
explain why Russia responded so aggressively in 2008 but 
was more hands-off in the earlier conflict. 

The evidence suggests that Russia’s invasion in 2008 was 
not a coldly premeditated attack nor a sincere altruistic ef-
fort, but rather a shrewdly opportunistic action that took 

advantage of a humanitarian crisis to achieve Russian pol-
icy objectives. Under the aggressive leadership of Prime 
Minister Vladimir Putin and President Dmitri Medvedev 
and equipped with considerable military power, Russia 
was able to act decisively in a manner that would have been 
impossible in the chaotic transition period of the early 
1990s. However, it was Georgia that first initiated the con-
flict and gave Russia an excuse to invade. The new political 
system ushered in with Georgia’s Rose Revolution of 2003 
gave great power to the executive, allowing President 
Mikheil Saakashvili to make largely unchecked decisions. 
He overestimated U.S. assistance and did not foresee the 
strength of the Russian response to his aggressive target-
ing of South Ossetia. Russia’s action was not a policy aber-
ration but a fulfillment of their existing objectives, enabled 
by Georgia’s rash attacks and Russia’s improved power 
standing compared to 1991.

Altruism or imperialism
History is full of cases in which a strong, politically potent 
state invades a much smaller and weaker one. When this 
happens, the justification for the intrusion can generally 
be explained by one of two opposing schema: the “inter-
ventionist” and the “imperialist” explanation. The conno-
tations to these two words suggest their distinct meanings. 
“Interventionism,” as defined here, entails policies where 
a third party intercedes in a conflict to bring about an out-
come with some purported moral good—whether it is  
promoting democracy, halting genocide, or ceasing hostili-
ties between warring factions. “Imperialism,” on the other 
hand, carries no such benevolent pretensions. When states 
act on imperialist motives, they are acting to project their 
power, and extend their sphere of influence.

Defined in this way, it is easy to see that imperialist inva-
sion has a long history. Thucydides’ “Melian Dialogue,” 
appearing in his History of the Peloponnesian War, provides 
the quintessential example of imperialist logic. The dia-
logue presents an argument between the powerful Athe-
nians, who wish to conquer the small island of Melos as a 
pawn in their larger war against Sparta, and the peaceful, 
neutral Melians. Over the course of the dialogue, the Athe-
nians dismiss all of the Melians’ morality-based argu-
ments about why they should be spared.8 The Athenians 
instead declare, “the strong do what they have the power to 
do and the weak accept what they have to accept,” a famous 
quote that encapsulates the power-based philosophy un-
derlying imperialism.9 When a large and powerful state 
invades a lesser one, therefore, the imperialist explanation 
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says that the larger country is looking after itself, exploit-
ing a weaker neighbor for its own selfish interest—wheth-
er that interest lies in tactical strategy, economic wealth, or 
some other factor.

Interventionist logic, on the other hand, is a more modern 
phenomenon, and the assumptions involved are radically 
different than those behind imperialism. The intervening 
state is assumed to be essentially altruistic, an actor with a 
moral stake in the issue who mediated in order to guide a 
less capable actor to a desired resolution. In today’s world, 
most intervention comes through the context of interna-
tional organizations like the UN or NATO rather than uni-
tary actors; international action in Bosnia and Somalia 
provide relevant examples.10 Still, when states invade 
much smaller countries, they usually do so by appealing to 
some moral good justifying the necessity to intervene, 
thus employing interventionist logic.

Perhaps such a strong dichotomy between intervention 
and imperialism is deceptive, for many wars between 
strong states and much weaker ones can be explained by a 
combination of the two factors. In such a case, the power-
ful state would intervene to create an outcome that at once 
promoted a desired moral good while remaining strategi-
cally useful for the invading country. The United States’ 
intervention in Vietnam serves as an illustrative example: 
American leaders invaded both to prevent the spread of 
communism, which they denounced as a moral evil, while 
also acting to contain the Soviet Union’s spread of influ-
ence across the world.11 Indeed, much of the Cold War was 
fought on these twin justifications of ideology and strate-
gic interest, employing both interventionist and imperial-
ist thinking.

However, all three of these causal mechanisms approach 
the question from the perspective of the invading state, 
without addressing the invaded state’s actions that may 
have caused such a response. It is quite possible that the 
decision to invade could come about from tactics of aggres-
sion or provocation on the part of the smaller state.  Even 
an ostensibly weak, small state is not helpless, and it could 
conceivably be hostile or violent enough toward the larger 
state to trigger a response of invasion and war.

Indeed, the most convincing formulation for why large 
states invade much smaller ones comes from a combina-
tion of these last two mechanisms. In the modern interna-
tional order, even powerful states would be very reluctant 

to invade a tiny neighbor on purely imperialist grounds. 
Widespread, shared norms of human rights, along with 
the constraints of international institutions and the threat 
of punishment, prevent most developed countries from 
invading the grounds of pure power-seeking. Some other 
justification must be proffered to make such an invasion 
palatable to the international community. Still, it is unreal-
istic to expect countries to intervene with purely benevo-
lent, unselfish motivations. No state would logically com-
mit its troops and money to resolving a conflict in which it 
had no real strategic interest. Thus, such invasions are 
most likely when there exists a strategic interest in the 
smaller state, and when the volatile dynamics of the small 
state can justify humanitarian intervention.

The powder keg of the south caucasus
To understand the causes for the conflicts in South Ossetia 
in 1991 and 2008, one must first briefly explore the his-
torical origins of the region’s tension. South Ossetia is a 
mountainous region located on Georgia’s northern border 
with Russia, with a population that is primarily of Iranian 
origin and quite distinct from most native Georgians.12 
The conflict between the Ossetian population and Georgia 
goes back at least as far as 1917, when many Ossetians al-
lied with the Bolsheviks against Georgia in order to reunify 
with the Russian-controlled North Ossetia.13 The Georgian 
state, seeking homogeneity, denied South Ossetia the right 
to autonomy and committed bloody acts of ethnic cleans-
ing, killing 5,000 and sending 20,000 Ossetian refugees 
fleeing to Russia.14 The Soviet Union’s takeover of Georgia 
cooled such nationalist movements, but they resurfaced in 
dramatic fashion as the USSR fell apart in the late 1980s, 
leading to the two cases under consideration here.15

The 1991-1992 South Ossetian War and the 2008 Five-Day 
War are good candidates for comparison because of several 
shared constants as well as a few key divergences. Both 
conflicts arose from long-standing border conflicts and 
ethno-historic tensions between South Ossetia and Geor-

“The strong do what they have the power to do and the 
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gia. Both drew in Russia in one form or another—as im-
partial peacekeepers in the first case, and as an invading 
force in the second. In both cases, Georgia was led by a 
zealously nationalistic president determined to prevent 
South Ossetia from separating—Zviad Gamsakhurdia in 
1991 and Mikheil Saakashvili in 2008.16 And yet, for all 
these similarities, the two conflicts arose during two dis-
tinct political climates—Russia in 2008 was a much differ-
ent power than the crumbling USSR of the early 1990s, 
and the same is true for Georgia following the Rose Revo-
lution in 2003. These key differences show why one con-
flict spurred direct Russian-Georgian war and the other 
did not.

the 1991-1992 south ossetia war
The South Ossetian conflict resurfaced in the early 90s as 
the USSR was crumbling internally and  new Georgian na-
tionalism was rising. Zviad Gamsakhurdia, soon to be first 
president of the new Georgia, stoked such sentiments by 
calling for a “Georgia for the Georgians,” antagonizing the 
South Ossetian and Abkhazian minorities.17 Georgian calls 

for Russian and Georgian to be the national languages an-
gered South Ossetia, and periodic skirmishes began to oc-
cur starting in 1989. In September 1990, after South Os-
setia declared its sovereignty as an independent republic 
separate from Georgia, legal tussles between Georgia and 
South Ossetia soon escalated, to the point where Georgia 
abolished the region’s autonomy, while Moscow issued de-
crees trying to countermand these rulings and keep things 
under control.18 

Nonetheless, a state of emergency was declared and com-
bat broke out on a large scale between Georgian and South 
Ossetian forces.19 Gamsakhurdia’s government first tried 
to take the region’s capital city of Tskhinvali in January 
1991 with paramilitary forces, then in September with the 
National Guard, and finally launched a devastating attack 
in June 1992 which destroyed almost 80 percent of the 
city’s dwellings.20 The Sochi Agreement, a ceasefire treaty 
brokered by Russia, was subsequently signed on June 24, 
and provided for peacekeeping forces from Russia, Geor-
gia, and North Ossetia.21 

Throughout the war, Russia kept a close eye on the devel-
opments, and some individual Russian soldiers and peace-
keepers did participate in the conflict on the side of South 
Ossetia.22 Still, the Russian government never officially 
committed its troops to the conflict, despite clear strategic 
interest and humanitarian reasons for doing so. 

Strategically, Russia stood to hold on to the territory of 
South Ossetia even as Georgia—and so many other Soviet 
states—were slipping away. Early in 1991, one South Os-
setian politician said, “we are the only nation which wants 
Gorbachev to declare emergency rule.”23 Indeed, the re-
gion was crying out for Soviet rule while the rest of the 
USSR was splitting up. Moscow made its support of the 
South Ossetian cause clear enough, issuing a Presidential 
decree from Gorbachev that chided Georgia’s legal actions 
as unconstitutional and demanded the immediate removal 
of armed forces.24 Nevertheless, Russia’s actions did not 
seem to measure up to such strong rhetoric.

Beyond self-interested imperialist motives, Russia could 
also surely conceive of humanitarian justifications for in-
tervention. Much of the Georgian offensive was based on 
the principle of ethnic cleansing—Gamsakhurdia, after 
all, was a nationalist who was not above denouncing mixed 
marriages and claiming that the Ossetians had “no right to 
a state here in Georgia…they are a national minority.”25 

Putin talks to Italian Prime Minister Silvio 
Berlusconi. (Photo Courtesy of www.kremlin.ru)
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The actions of his forces bore out that message with star-
tling violence, as the Georgians bombed Tskhinvali merci-
lessly, burned entire villages, and ultimately killed about 
1,000 people while creating many more refugees.26

The 1991-1992 war, then, would seem to carry both the 
imperialist and interventionist justifications for going to 
war: Russia had a strategic interest in holding on to power 
in the region, and they witnessed widespread humanitari-
an atrocities on the part of Georgia. That Russia did not 
commit itself militarily is a sign that such causes are not 
sufficient to trigger an invasion. One must also consider 
the existing power dynamics and political structures be-
hind each country’s actions. By examining the situation 
while considering that factor, it is clear that early 1990s 
Russia could not afford being drawn into a drawn-out mil-
itary conflict—a fact that Georgia counted on.

Russia in the early 1990s was a shambles, and its military 
was no less so. In his 1993 article “Fallen From Grace: The 
New Russian Military,” John Erickson traces the decline of 
the Russian military into a “hungry, homeless, and or-
phaned” force whose prestige was tarnished by corruption, 
but also by a disillusioned press that turned distinctly anti-
military in the days of perestroika.27 This skepticism toward 
military solutions was certainly on display during the 
South Ossetian conflict. In June 1992, for example, a 
prominent Moscow paper published an opinion piece ar-
guing that despite Russia’s obligations to South Ossetia, 
“the decisive use of military force is a last resort, one that 
is capable only of freezing the conflict, not of resolving 
it.”28 Russia’s run-down military, popular discontentment 
with the regime and its use of military force, and the gen-
eral brokenness of the Soviet system made a military com-
mitment in Georgia untenable. Aware of this fact, Gam-
sakhurdia surely acted more aggressively than he otherwise 
would have, even if not all of the damage can be attributed 
to him. As Vicken Cheterian points out, the state of Geor-
gia in the early 90s was only just constructing its armed 
forces, and “the conflicts were led by semi-official armed 
formations inspired by national ideology and often moti-
vated by criminal interests.”29 Sixteen years later, though, 
Georgia’s state structures would be much more solidified 
and their aggression would receive a very different re-
sponse from Moscow.

The Five-Day War
When war broke out in the South Caucasus once again in 
August 2008, the situation in South Ossetia was both ee-

rily familiar and scarily unprecedented. The governments 
of Russia and Georgia had undergone major transforma-
tion since 1991. The Russian Federation rose from the 
ashes of the USSR and 2003’s Rose Revolution, carried 
out after disputed parliamentary elections, putting Presi-
dent Mikheil Saakashvili into power in Georgia under 
what was supposedly a more democratic system. Mean-
while in South Ossetia, minor and sporadic fighting be-
tween Georgians and Ossetians had occurred since the 
ceasefire, but the peacekeepers put in place by the Sochi 
Agreement were still in force.30

Still, the renewal of the conflict was not entirely unexpect-
ed. During the summer of 2008, both Georgian and Rus-
sian troops engaged in separate military exercises, antici-
pating possible combat. Moreover, the Georgians did so 
with U.S. troops by their side.31 United States Secretary of 
State Condoleeza Rice had visited Georgia in July, express-
ing American support for Georgia’s attempted union with 
NATO while cautioning against the use of force or the 
provocation of Russia.32 Nonetheless, on the night of Au-
gust 7, Georgian tanks began bombing the city of Tskhin-
vali in South Ossetia, in order to “restore constitutional 
order” to the region, and Russia responded during the 
early hours of August 8 by invading Georgia via the Roki 
Tunnel.33 Although there have been considerable disputes 
as to the exact timing of events, an independent, 1,100-
page report commissioned by the EU found that Georgia 
did trigger the immediate conflict, even if war had been 
brewing for years.34

Many have pointed to Russia’s swift and decisive deploy-
ment of troops as proof that the invasion was premeditat-
ed, and that the Russian leadership was trying to spring a 
trap in order to justify invasion.35 It is more accurate to say 
that Russia was acting on an existing contingency plan in 
the case violence should erupt in the region. The combat 
readiness of Russian troops on the border is not surpris-

“That Russia did not 
commit itself militarily is 

a sign that such causes are 
not sufficient to trigger an 

invasion.”
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ing, considering the historic volatility of South Ossetia and 
the escalating tensions in the weeks leading up to the war. 
Critics of Russia have tended to harp on anecdotal ac-
counts, such as that published in a Russian newspaper on 
August 15, of Russian soldiers claiming that they were de-
ployed on August 7, before the Georgian bombing of Tskh-
invali.36 Even if some battalions were deployed early, 
though, that fact does not discredit the entire Russian 
army, nor does it explain the mechanism by which Russia 
could set a “trap” for Georgia. Such one-sided finger-point-
ing tends to ignore the extensive evidence of Georgian pre-
meditation. In the weeks leading up to the attack on Tskh-
invali, the Georgian government shut down the main 
water supplies to the city, shut down news access in South 
Ossetia, and moved into position even while claiming that 
there were no troop movements.37 Such actions do not sug-
gest the behavior of an innocent state stumbling into a 
trap, but rather the concerted efforts of a state preparing 
for conflict.

In retrospect, Georgia’s aggression in South Ossetia seems 
foolish, for the Georgian military could not have possibly 
matched the might of Russian forces. However, Saakash-
vili was emboldened by his close relationship with the 
United States, the much-improved Georgian military 
(since 2005 the army’s ranks had swelled by 46 per cent), 
and the expectation that he would only be fighting South 
Ossetian militias, not Russia.38 Although U.S. leaders like 
Condoleeza Rice are on record as having warned Saakash-
vili against the use of force, there is evidence to suggest 
that he was expecting U.S. assistance if fighting broke out. 
American talk of obligations to defend allies, American 
support for Georgia’s quest to join NATO, the joint U.S.-
Georgian military maneuvers that summer, and long-
standing friendships between Saakashvili and politicians 
like John McCain all likely contributed to Saakashvili’s 
confidence in the alliance.39 At the same time, Russia’s lack 
of a direct intervention in the 1991-92 conflict surely made 
the prospect of a Russian invasion unlikely. Finally, Saa-
kashvili’s errors were enabled on the basis of a system he 
had helped create. When he took power during the Rose 
Revolution, Saakashvili made some democratic reforms, 
but he also dramatically increased executive powers in or-
der to successfully fulfill his policies.40 Thus, Saakashvili’s 
decisions went largely unchecked, and he was able to put 
his miscalculated policies into place with hardly any chal-
lengers.

Why did Russia respond so strongly, though? A perusal of 
official accounts reveals an attempt to justify intervention 
to the international community using a variety of estab-
lished principles. First Russia invoked article 51 of the UN 
charter and argued its right for self-defense, since Geor-
gian actions killed a number of Russian peacekeepers.41  
Russia also argued that its response was merely a “rein-
forced Russian peacekeeping contingent,” an extended re-
sponse to Saakashvili’s violation of the 1992 Sochi Agree-
ment.42 Most gravely, Putin used the word “genocide” to 
describe Georgia’s attacks on South Ossetia, and thus in-
voked the Responsibility to Protect doctrine.43

None of these justifications of the Russian invasion is en-
tirely convincing. Russian civilians died in the 1991 con-
flict, yet the state did not invade Georgia. Violent ethnic 
cleansing occurred then, too, but again, no direct response. 
Nor, for that matter, has Russia seemed to express much 
concern for the discontented minorities within its own 
borders, whether in Chechnya or Circassia.44 Finally, Rus-
sia was no supporter of the NATO military intervention in 
Kosovo, so it seems disconcerting that they would sud-

Georgian Prime Minister Mikheil Saakashvili 
delivers a speech in tibilisi. (Courtesy of Wikimedia)
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denly apply the same Responsibility to Protect logic to 
their own conflicts.45

Even as such justifications ring hollow as motivational fac-
tors, though, Russia’s invocation of them does at least sug-
gest that in today’s world, such principled norms are need-
ed to make such invasions theoretically acceptable. In 
some way, this is a testament to the power of such norms—
though it is also disturbing that Russia could manipulate 
them to their own ends. Commentators such as Charles 
King have argued that the Five Day War shows Russia dis-
tancing itself from Western institutions, yet Russia’s need 
to explain its actions in the language of UN initiatives and 
humanitarian principles suggests that such ideas do have 
sway.46 Purely imperialist motives for invasion are simply 
not acceptable to the international community.

Ultimately, though, it was imperialist motives that most 
defined Russia’s reaction to Georgian aggression. Its pow-
erful response was enabled by a stronger, more stable Rus-
sian military than in 1991 and by Russia’s more prominent 
place in the international order compared to the transition-
al chaos of the early 90s. Such a dramatic invasion was 
also more vital to Russian strategic interest than in 1991 
because of subsequent developments, notably Georgia’s 
ambitions to join NATO and its burgeoning alliance with 
the United States, both of which threatened Russia’s 
sphere of influence. Russia may not have premeditated the 
war with Georgia, but it was ready to respond to their ag-
gression, and doing so with resolute force solidified their 
power in the region.

Conclusion
Russia’s decision to invade Georgia in August 2008 was 
sufficiently shocking—especially in comparison with Rus-
sia’s more measured response to the South Ossetia war in 
1991—to cause a bevy of reactionary responses in the 
West, with many commentators painting Russia as the 
sole villain and decrying a return to Soviet-era aggression. 
The true factors underlying the Five-Day War of 2008, 
however, encompass much greater territory than simplis-
tic Russian evildoing. The premeditated aggression of 
Georgia toward South Ossetia, catalyzed by U.S. support 

and demonstrated in President Saakashvili’s actions 
against the South Ossetians prior to August 7, cannot be 
dismissed as a causal factor spurring Russia to a violent 
reaction. And though Russia’s motivations for invading 
were hardly selfless, their actions do not represent a sud-
den return to Soviet antagonism or a new policy deviation. 
If anything, their actions represent the fulfillment of long-
existing objectives to hold on to power in the region—ob-
jectives they were unable to follow through on in 1991 due 
to a crumbling political structure and weak military.

The Russian-Georgian war of 2008 will continue to hold 
immense meaning for the future of U.S.-Russian rela-
tions, but its implications extend far beyond the sphere of 
those two countries. Russia’s use of humanitarian justifi-
cations for invasion, though arguably representative of the 
power of those norms, should also raise concerns about 

other states’ potential for similarly manipulating them. 
Doctrines like the Responsibility to Protect were conceived 
in good faith and with the understanding that they would 
be used for benevolent purposes. However, the 2008 war 
reveals that they can also be shrewdly manipulated to serve 
a state’s own strategic goals. The United States and the in-
ternational community should work to clarify such doc-
trines’ applicability and minimize the possibility of them 
being exploited.

The renewed mistrust and condemnation of Russia on the 
part of many U.S. politicians following the Five-Day War 
raises the unfortunate possibility that U.S.-Russian rela-
tions will continue to be characterized by hostile Cold War-
style rhetoric. Instead, the United States should use the 
lessons of the war to try to understand Russia’s objectives 
rather than denouncing them outright. The United States 
should also perform some self-examination about its own 
role in the war. America’s fervent, almost unquestioning 
support of Georgia—a state that is much less democratic 
than it appears—certainly played a role in encouraging 
Saakashvili’s overconfidence and precipitating Georgian 
aggression in South Ossetia. The United States should 
consider that its policy of supporting fledgling democra-
cies should not blind themselves to the corruptions of 
those governments, nor their propensity for conflict.

“Purely imperialist motives for invasion are simply not 
acceptable to the international community.”
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Although the Five-Day War was settled quickly and force-
fully, the questions it raises still linger. One line of inquiry 
involves Russia’s future ambitions in the region. The war 
demonstrated Russia’s forceful commitment to maintain-
ing influence in the South Caucasus and fighting the en-
croachment of NATO into its sphere of influence. Since 
2008, no comparable wars have erupted in the region, but 
the question remains whether Russia would use its mili-
tary force again to achieve its objectives. Another set of 
questions pertain to relations between America and Rus-
sia. After the war, many saw a sharp decline in the two 
countries’ relationship, but the Obama administration 
promised a reset. Fruitful research could be dedicated to 
the subject of whether or not the Obama administration 
has significantly changed American policy toward Russia 
or improved relations. Finally, the war broaches the topic 
of how international doctrines of humanitarian interven-
tion or genocide prevention can be twisted to suit a state’s 
self-interest. Future scholarship could place the Five-Day 
War within this conceptual context to explore other cases 
where such tactics have been used, and offer prescriptions 
to prevent them.
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