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The photo on the cover of this issue shows one of the clearest physiological 
effects detectable in frontal lobe dementia: a whole area of the diseased 
brain displays decreased activity, indicated in this picture by a lack of color 
in the part of the brain directly behind the forehead. Though frontal lobe 
dementia is relatively rare, other dementing disorders such as Alzheimer’s 
disease are extremely prevalent, levying a burden of $70 billion in U.S. 
health costs annually. Despite the clear physiological symptoms and the 
obvious economic burdens associated with dementias, the ethical picture of 
this type of disorder is far less clear. As Andrew Orr argues in “The ‘Now 
Patient’ and the ‘Then Self,’” the conflict between the present and past 
wishes of a patient, taken in combination with the professional advice of a 
doctor and the personal wishes of family members, requires a carefully 
though-out ethical framework.

As with Orr’s article, the other articles in this issue share this spirit of 
broadening the scope of whatever they investigate. Whether by situating a 
single piece of art in a larger historical context or by sketching a philosoph-
ical way of understanding nature, the authors in this issue contribute work 
that broadens the horizon of work in their field. Indeed, I take this keen 
awareness of perspective—this knowledge of one’s place in a more general 
conversation—to be one of the hallmarks of scholarship at Boston College.

Undergraduate scholarship at Boston College is expanding, and so is Ele-
ments. As Elements expands, I hope that it mirrors Boston College’s ethos 
in research, public service, and personal development. To that end, this lat-
est issue of Elements introduces a new segment labeled “Perspectives.” Af-
ter years of only soliciting submissions for peer review and selection for 
publication, we have decided to add this mini-review section to complement 
the research articles. These small, invited reviews of literature provide back-

ground information and context for the research presented in Elements. 
These reviews will hopefully allow our readers to get the most out of every 
article we publish. As an added benefit, seventeen authors are featured in 
this issue, twice as many as Elements usually publishes. 

Ultimately, the “Perspectives” section provides an outlet for authors to 
mend cracks in the continuity of scholarship. To borrow from Karen Kova-
ka’s “Transcendental Geology,” it will help Elements to reflect students 
making the jump from the visible to the invisible—the transition from a 
single discipline to the awareness of both the worldly situation of their en-
deavors and the Western cultural tradition that we all share. I am confident 
that the interdisciplinary research explored in this issue is not embodied by 
perpetually opposed concepts but by a certain “chiasm”—a blending that 
builds bridges both within the academy and beyond the academy. Thank 
you for taking part in our project.

Sincerely,

r. Brian tracz
Editor-in-chief
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comforting to those who came to St. Denis for worship.  It brought into re-
ligious iconography, a human element not previously seen in medieval 
times.6  While the world outside the church walls was ever changing, for 
those living in fourteenth century France, (nearly all of whom were practic-
ing Christians) the tender image of the Virgin Mary would have served as a 
reminder of the consistency of their faith. 

1. Anne Curry, “France and the Hundred Years War, 1337 – 1453,” in France in the 
Later Middle Ages, ed. David Potter (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2002), 91.
2. Fred S. Kleiner, Gardner’s Art Through the Ages: The Western Perspective, 13th ed., 
vol. 1 (Boston: Wadsworth, 2010), 359.
3.  James Snyder, Medieval Art (New York: Harry Abrams, Inc., 1989), 401.
4. Curry, “France and the Hundred Years War,” 93; Kleiner, Gardner’s Art Through 
the Ages, 362.
5. Gombrich, 207
6. Emile Male, Religious Art in France: The Late Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton 
UP, 1987), 137.

miThraism
by Corey Yarochowicz

As the name might imply, the mystery cults of the ancient world were secre-
tive religious fraternities that offered triumph over death by way of their 
esoteric dogmata. Despite the fact that scholars understandably lack pri-
mary sources to study the mysteries acutely, they are of great importance 
and intrigue to Classicists because they are crucial for establishing an ac-
curate historical reconstruction of religious developments in antiquity. 

The Cult of Mithras is particularly intriguing for scholars. Though no liter-
ary sources from the cult survive save for a few wall graffiti, the cult was a 
forerunner in Rome’s increasingly popular religious cults, with practitio-
ners worshipping alongside more long-lived religious traditions of Christi-
anity and Judaism. In spite of the lack of Mithraic literature, a number of 
Mithrea—houses of worship for the adherents of Mithraism, the Mithraic 
equivalents of churches or synagogues—survive. Excavations on the known 
Mithrea suggest that the cult worshipped a central deity, Mithras, his rela-
tionship with the Sol Invictus, and his ceremonious slaughter of a bull (the 
so-called “tauroctony”). Reliefs of Mithras near sprouting plants suggest the 
adherents connected him with harvest and life.  Though the central narra-
tives of the Mithraic cult remain mysterious and out of context, the archaeo-
logical record has provided important information about the cult, including 
the extent of its popularity with the Roman military, the cult’s use of eastern 
motifs, and the general popularity of the cult in the empire. 

In the 1920’s, the excavation of a Roman Mithraeum in Dura Europos, a 
garrison city located in modern day Syria alongside the Roman Empire’s 
eastern frontier, allowed scholars to drastically expand the archaeological 
record. Attacked by Sasanian invaders in the middle of the third century CE, 
the inhabitants of Dura Europos tamped all of the buildings, most of them 
serving a religious function, along the city’s western wall in a failed fortifi-
cation effort. This effectively sealed the city’s Mithraeum, Christian baptis-
tery, and synagogue, among numerous other buildings significant to pagan 
worship, and permitted an unbelievably well preserved archaeological re-

cord for the city. The Mithraeum alone finds a well-preserved floor plan, 
paintings, bas-reliefs, and numerous graffiti that substantially increased 
scholarly understanding of Mithraism. 

Dura is unique in that the study of the city’s remains not only strengthens 
scholars’ understanding of Christianity, Judaism, Mithraism, and pagan 
worship in third century Rome, but also allows an in-depth study into the 
relationship between these religions; most of Dura’s religious buildings ex-
isted side by side on the same street, suggesting a fairly tolerant religious 
outlook in a time when the literary record counts polemics and schism as 
the only form of inter-religious dialogue. The study of Dura Europos, and 
religious worship therein, permits a rare and exciting springboard for 
scholarly discussion on Mithraism; its record entertains questions about 
the nature and ethnographic make up of the cult’s membership, its prac-
tices, and its imagery in a way no other Mithraeum can. 

The War of a GeneraTion
by Benjamin Mayer  

The Vietnam War seared the American consciousness with scenes of brutal 
violence, social turmoil, and tragedy. Be it footage of children suffering 
from napalm burns, of anti-war demonstrations, or of over 50,000 coffins 
returning home, the nightly news made the reality of the war inescapable. 
In light of this, it is no great surprise that the primary medium for exploring 
this devastating conflict has not been literature, but film. Over the past 
three decades, American filmmakers have used their own images to grap-
ple with the implications of the war. “Culture in Conflict” explores the way 
that the images of Vietnam have evolved, highlighting essential themes 
among movies in this historical genre. I will briefly compliment this analy-
sis by discussing another film in the Vietnam War genre, The Deer Hunter, 
directed by Michael Cimino. 

The Deer Hunter, starring Robert Di Nero, Myrell Streep, John Cazale and 
Christopher Walken, explores the issue of Vietnam veterans with a striking 
measure of clarity. The film, which premiered in 1978, achieves this clarity 
by showing a traumatic transformation in its characters that occurs because 
of their experience in the war. Beginning in a small steel town in Indiana, 
Cimino attempts to portray archetypal immigrant working class characters. 
Michael, played by Di Nero, and his friends, including Nick played by 
Walken and Stanley played by Cazale, work at the steel mill and are eager to 
go through the traditional rites of passage, including marriage and military 
service. The second act of the film cuts straight to brutal battle scenes in 
Vietnam and eventually a North-Vietnamese prison camp, where the char-
acters are forced to play Russian roulette for the entertainment of a group 
of sadistic guards. The last act of the film is dedicated to showing the drastic 
change in Di Nero’s, Walken’s, and Cazale’s characters. At the end of the 
film, Nick and Stanley are broken men. Nick becomes a drug addict in Sai-
gon and pays for his habit by participating in Russian roulette in a gambling 
den.  Stanley is confined to bed because of his wounds and attempts to 
isolate himself from his friends and family. Michael tries, but fails, to help 
his friends, ultimately remaining a mere shell of his former self. 

GoinG Green: sourCes in arChiTeCTure
by Natalie Thomas

With increasing awareness of “going green” campaigns and alternative en-
ergy sources, the word “organic” has become synonymous with popular 
culture. In a sense, words like “sustainable” and “organic” derive their pow-
er and influence from the human desire to return to nature.  Though these 
words have infiltrated headlines predominantly in the last decade, concerns 
of how we as a society relate to our environment are not unique to our gen-
eration. 

Frank Lloyd Wright discusses architecture as a reflection of societal con-
cerns and values when he states, “All fine architectural values are human 
values, else not valuable.”1 Living and working throughout the end of the 
19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries, Wright asserts that our work, 
dwelling, and leisure spaces should mirror our values as a noble society.  He 
was heavily influenced by the writings of Henry David Thoreau and Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, and believed that the best society is one that respects its 
roots in nature and works with its forces in a symbiotic relationship; thus, 
his architecture was termed “organic.”2  His design for Fallingwater, a home 
for the Kaufmann family in Mill Run Pennsylvania, presents a marriage of 
nature’s elements to architectural forms as he incorporates the rocks of the 
hill into the hearth of the home.  The hearth is commonly symbolic as the 
heart of the home therefore, it may be that Wrights emphasis on nature in 
this particular place is a reflection of the family as the natural nucleus of 
society.3  Wright’s architectural school of thought became known as the 
Prairie School Movement in which architects strove to incorporate the most 
basic elements of nature including water, light, and heat as sources for a 
“new indigenous American architecture.”2  

Today architects continue to work towards organically derived forms and 
functions.  Renzo Piano, a contemporary Italian architect, is known for his 
innovative designs in which form follows function. His Living Roof of the 
California Academy of Sciences is covered completely with vegetation not 
only mirroring the building’s purpose as a science center but also serving 
the environment by regulating temperature, reducing storm water runoff, 
and creating a natural habitat that filters pollutants and carbon dioxide.4

Piano’s architecture presents a contemporary vision of Wright’s Prairie 
School.  His architecture is not just a reflection of society’s current con-
cerns, but also has undertones that render interest in the environment and 
how we relate to the living world.  Wright pioneered this type of architec-
ture, and so his legacy is an indirect influence on our modern fixation to “go 
green”; thus, today’s concerns are merely an evolution of thought tracing 
back to almost a century. 

1. Wright, Frank Lloyd. The Living City. New York: Horizon, 1958. p. 102. Print.
2. “Wrights Life and Work.” Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation. Web. 23 Aug. 2011.     
<http://www.franklloydwright.org/fllwf_web_091104/Wrights_Life_and_Work.
html>.
3. “Explore: Architectural Tour.” Fallingwater | Home. Western Pennsylvania Conser-
vancy. Web. 23 Aug. 2011. <http://www.fallingwater.org>.
4. Pesavento, Fulvia, and Lia Piano. “Renzo Piano Building Workshop: California 
Academy of Sciences.” Renzo Piano Building Workshop - Official Site. Spill.net. Web. 
23 Aug. 2011. <http://www.rpbw.com/>.

The madonna and The hundred Years’ War
by Theresa Cunningham

The endless battles of the Hundred Years War plagued fourteenth century 
France, bringing with it intermittent violence which punctuated daily life 
for over a century.  Actually, a series of several wars, the conflict known as 
the Hundred Years War was not the first dispute between France and Eng-
land.  The two nations had engaged in sporadic power struggles since the 
Norman invasion.1  Yet, as war raged on, culture flourished and Gothic art 
and architecture became prevalent throughout Western Europe, though 
most notably in France.  Throughout the decades of political turmoil and 
uncertainty, art focused that which remained constant, the Church.   Reli-
gious imagery dominated the subject matter of Gothic art; in lofty cathe-
drals housing pious individuals at prayer, illuminated manuscripts relaying 
moralizing messages, devotional objects aiding in prayerful contemplation 
and reliquaries containing the venerable remains of saints.  Of religious 
images, the Virgin and Child was one of the most widespread.  

The social changes of this transitional era, including the rising prominence 
of artistic guilds, provided wealthy Parisians with the opportunity to com-
mission luxury goods for religious worship.2  In 1339, at the onset of the 
Hundred Years War, a silver-gilt sculpture was completed for Jeanne 
d’Evreux, the wife of the then deceased French King Charles IV. 3 The statue 
speaks to the unrest in which it was created.  Although commissioned by a 
noble patron, the statue was donated to the Church of St. Denis, to be 
viewed by the public as a devotional aid.  The chaos of the Hundred Years 
War did not go unnoticed by any member of French society, yet the statute 
known as the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux exudes a calm and tenderness to 
combat the instability of the political landscape.4 

The Virgin of Jean d’Evreux is merely one example, albeit a highly regarded 
one, of the humanity that entered the art of the period, especially depictions 
of the Virgin and Child.  Late Gothic art lacked the rigidity of its earlier 
medieval counterparts.5  The tender embrace between mother and child 
seen in the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux, and other works like it, was no doubt 
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2. Nicholas Seeley, “Why Millions In US Aid May Help Few Iraqi Refugees In The 
End,” The Christian Science Monitor (3 January 2011).  
3. John Leland, “Iraq’s Ills Lead Former Exiles To Flee Again,” The New York Times 
(27 November 2010): 1. 
4. Clive Crook, “Fixing America’s Immigration Mess,” The Financial Times (16 May 
2011): 9.
5. Tyler Cowen, “How Immigrants Create More Jobs,” The New York Times (31 Octo-
ber 2010): 6.

aPProaChes To bioeThiCs
by Michèle Kelley

Over the course of less than a century bioethics has quickly progressed and 
diversified into an academic disciple addressing a broad range of issues in-
cluding end-of-life care, reproductive technologies, genetic enhancement, 
neuroethics, global health, synthetic biology, and nanotechnology—just to 
name a few. The realities and perspectives that a bioethicist must analyze 
and weigh against one another in evaluating any one of these issues are 
often paradoxical at best. Furthermore, the moral theories applied to resolve 
the issues are numerous, which can make finding an objectively “right” 
answer seem ineffable. One who favors a utilitarian approach will often 
prefer a completely different resolution to the issue than one who favors a 
deontological approach, and she in turn will differ from one who favors the 
use of natural law or situational ethics.1 

A very useful moral resource that arose in the late 1970’s is the Georgetown 
Mantra of Bioethics. Applicable within many applied moral theories, the 
principles of this “mantra” include autonomy, beneficence, non-malefi-
cence and justice. The practice of bioethics is by no means reduced to these 
four principles, but they tend to be applied on a consistent basis in cases of 
medical ethics and are often good starting points for ethical evaluation. 

The principle of autonomy calls for the respect of an individual’s right to 
determine what sort of medical care he or she receives. This principle is 
probably the most important to wrestle with in respect to dementia ethics. 
The principles of beneficence, acting to promote the wellbeing of the other, 
and non-maleficence, to do no harm, are typically the responsibility of the 
healthcare providers. When physicians make a difficult decision that goes 
against what the patient may want, it is called paternalism. The bioethicist, 
Richard McCormick, S.J., observes that medical ethics in the United States 
is in a state of an “absolutization of autonomy,” where the rightness or 
wrongness of a choice is left only in the individual’s hands and which re-
sults in an impoverishment of morality.2  The task of a bioethicist is to as-
sess the facts pertaining to medical cases of a similar ethical issue and to 
often determine which principle should prevail in determining the course 
of care. In the issue of dementia ethics, the conflict between respecting the 
patient’s autonomy and exercising paternalism for the best interest of the 
patient is difficult to mediate. This is why communication and obtaining 
patient consent is so important in the physician-patient relationship.

The principle of justice extends beyond the application of the previous three 
principles because justice concerns itself with the fair distribution of health 

care to all people. The structure of medicine has progressively evolved into 
a business model, and bioethics has found itself responding to the call for a 
return to the care, compassion, and personalization of the patients who 
enter the hospital seeking the best medical treatment possible. I say “pos-
sible” not in the sense of what medical technology is capable of, but in the 
sense of what our society and its individuals can afford in medical expenses. 
The question of justice and equitable distribution of medical treatment is 
certainly important to consider given the problem of organ donation today. 
The shortage of available organs for transplantation brings on the search to 
find new ways of harvesting organs, and carefully ethical reflection needs to 
be taken to assure that organ procurement is performed in a just way with-
out violating the rights or the dignity of human beings.

The two issues of dementia ethics and organ donation continue to incite 
intense debate in the bioethics community. The multitude of case studies 
illuminate the extremely challenging ethical decisions being made every-
day, for example, to a patient with increasing stages of Alzheimer’s and is 
forgetting to eat, or a patient at the bottom of a long recipient’s list who is 
about to die unless she receives a liver transplant. The role of bioethics is to 
bring an awareness of these very real and human struggles, to hopefully 
offer some guidance for healthcare providers, the patients and their fami-
lies and to perhaps even negotiate the murky waters of establishing health 
care policies that offer universal guidelines for the majority of ethical cases 
which arise.

1. Sally Satel, “The Limits of Bioethics,” 2010, The Hoover Institution, Stanford Uni-
versity, 4 Sept 2011, <http://www.hoover.org/publications/policy-review/arti-
cle/5354>.
2. Richard A. McCormick, S.J., “Bioethics: A Moral Vaccum?”, America, 180.15 
(1999): 9.

The PhenomenoloGiCal meThod
by Chris Sheridan

Phenomenology is an exciting philosophical discipline that aims to 
characterize the essential structures of subjective experience. The domain 
of phenomenology—which is by no means exclusive of other disciplines 
—begins with conscious, lived-through experience (static phenomenology) 
and branches out to include those structures that underwrite our conscious 
experiences (genetic phenomenology). It is the particular stance and 
method prescribed by phenomenology that sets the discipline apart.

The roots of phenomenology run deep in the philosophical tradition, but the 
gathering of these roots into a coherent discipline is generally attributed to 
the German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-1938). Before describing 
the phenomenological method as developed by Husserl, it is important to 
stress the goal of a phenomenological investigation. 

Just as the geometer would aim to describe the essential features of a 
triangle, the phenomenologist aims to describe the essential features of a 
type of conscious experience (e.g., perception).1 Descriptions of individual 
instances of the triangle might be interesting to the geometer, but the 

Although Cimino has been widely criticized for historical errors in the film, 
such as present in the Russian roulette scenes and in his caricature of 
North-Vietnamese brutality, his film holds a valuable place in the history of 
Vietnam War film because its primary focus is not the larger implications 
of the war, but rather the effects that it had on American soldiers. It was one 
of the first major Hollywood films to show the difficulty Veterans incurred 
upon returning home.  Cimino explores in depth the alienation, depres-
sion, and addiction experienced by many veterans. Given that just a few 
years before the film premiered it was not uncommon to have soldiers re-
turning from Vietnam spit on by anti-war demonstrators, this was a signifi-
cant statement. It was an attempt to force the American people to recon-
sider the way that they had treated their veterans.

Vietnam was a watershed event in American history. Militarily it humbled 
America’s pride as a superpower. Culturally it forced Americans to question 
their self-perceived moral exceptionalism. Socially it caused a generation of 
Americans to doubt the judgment of their government. Through a study of 
the films about the Vietnam War, one can begin to understand how these 
different factors impact the American mind.

miGraTion: a PoliTiCal and eConomiC realiTY
by Samuel Hocking

The plight of international migrants and refugees is a well documented 
phenomenon. In addition to struggling with the hardship of the initial dis-
location, refugees confront the difficulty of finding a place to relocate and 
must ensure they will be able to subsist upon arriving. Perilous endeavors, 
border crossings are often fraught with encounters with militias and cor-
rupt officials demanding outrageous bribes to guarantee safe passage. 
When victims of conflict flee their home country in search of greater safety 
and stability, they commonly encounter hostility from the native popula-
tion. They are often barred access to the formal economy, leaving them to 
piece together a sparse life for their families. 

Along with the normal raft of concerns that accompany a large influx of 
cross-border refugees, the specter of terrorism also haunts displaced peo-
ples in the politically troubled Middle East. Given the porous borders of 
most nations in the region and the international nature of radical groups 
like Al Qaeda and Hezbollah, regimes pay careful attention to flows of 
goods and people. Yet as economies have decayed and governments dou-
bled down in the face of the Arab Spring, people have fled in large numbers 
from countries like Syria, Yemen, and Libya. 

Still, this recent surge in the volume of political refugees pales in compari-
son with the number of displaced persons harbored in the Kingdom of Jor-
dan. With historic and ethnic ties to the people of Palestine, Jordan houses 
almost two million Palestinian refugees, nearly a third of the country’s total 
population. A political broker between the United States and neighbors 
countries, Jordan’s King Abdullah is a moderate pragmatist who values his 
country’s strategic position. As a consequence of its deep economic ties to 
the United States, Jordanian policy towards displaced persons tends to be 

more forgiving than that of most developing nations. Jordan provides refu-
gees with free access to healthcare and education, supported generously by 
Western aid budgets. 

Questions of displacement and flight therefore require understanding of 
another set of economic considerations. As noted in this paper, in addition 
to aid, funds received from family and friends in foreign nations comprises 
a vital source of income for Iraqi FHHs. Altogether, remittances to develop-
ing countries totaled $325 in 2010.1  Given the scale of these transfers, their 
importance to recipients can hardly be understated. While concerns have 
arisen that the “brain drain” effect (the exodus of capable people from devel-
oping nations) is serious enough to outweigh the positive aspects of remit-
tances, in the unique case of refugees (who flee violence and ultimately aim 
to return home), both aid and remittances contribute materially to their 
welfare. 

This paper adds valuable anecdotal evidence to help advance the under-
standing of conditions endured by refugees, especially those in female-
headed households. Although it’s critical to continue to monitor the evolv-
ing means by which refugees cope economically, the paper makes clear that 
most of these measures are only temporary fixes. Despite its efficacy, aid 
remains a crude instrument in international policy; efforts to support Iraqi 
refugees in Jordan have been befuddled by false estimates about their num-
bers and diversion of funds for projects which benefit few Iraqis.2  More 
durable solutions must revolve around either a permanent repatriation plan 
(designed to return the refugees to their country of origin) or a path to legal 
residency. 

The first of these solutions heavily depends on the state of Iraq. So far, de-
spite policies designed to encourage return, many Iraqis prefer to live in 
exile. At present, only about 100,000 of the millions of externally displaced 
Iraqis have returned home.3   Among the returnees, many cite insufficient 
aid and lingering violence as reasons for dissatisfaction, leading some to 
again exit the country. The only other viable option for refugees represents 
a policy taboo few leaders have dared to broach. From the Gulf States to 
North America, immigrants remain a scapegoat for economic problems, 
despite contrary evidence upholding their importance to the economy.4,5    
Given the level of education and skills possessed by many Iraqi refugees, 
countries like Jordan could benefit by incorporating them into their econo-
my; coupled with their high productivity, their tax receipts and demand for 
Jordanian goods would constitute a major boon.

Migration is a difficult issue. It imposes hard choices not only on host coun-
tries, but also on the millions of people uprooted from their homes and 
communities. Despite their limitations, international aid agencies and local 
NGOs supply invaluable relief and are a necessary crutch for families in 
transition. However, as the case of Iraqis in Jordan proves, aid is no substi-
tute for resettlement at home or abroad—the focus must then shift towards 
how to accomplish that monumentally difficult task.

1. Dilip Ratha, Sanket Mohapatra, and Ani Silwal, “Migration and Remittances Fact-
book 2011”, The World Bank (2011): vii, http://siteresources.worldbank.org/IN-
TLAC/Resources/Factbook2011-Ebook.pdf. 
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product of his work is a derivative set of articulated features that both 
specify and transcend any particular instance of a triangle. The geometer’s 
ultimate currency is that of axioms, their possible interactions, and their 
logical consequences. Likewise, the end product of a phenomenological 
investigation of perception is not a set of detailed descriptions of instances 
of perception, but a thematization apprehending the essential features of 
perception within a logically coherent framework.

Traditionally, two types of reduction are commonly used to arrive at such a 
framework: the phenomenological reduction (sometimes called the epoché) 
and the eidetic reduction. The phenomenological reduction is a term for a 
change in attitude toward the world that puts the activities of consciousness 
into high relief.2, 3 In our normal commerce with the world, we pay no 
attention to the act of perception that constitutes a water-filled object on 
a table as a glass. We see instead a world affording particular actions and 
meanings that we are free to indulge or deny. We simply take a sip of water, 
reflecting only on our thirst. This natural attitude—that is, attention to the 
natural motivations and assumptions driving our experiential economy—
must be suspended so that the activities which set the glass before us might 
come to light. The phenomenological reduction “slackens the intentional 
threads which attach us to the world and brings them to our notice.”4

Once we have adopted an attitude that exposes conscious activity, then 
the work of identifying the indispensible features of a given conscious 
phenomenon can begin. This eidetic reduction of a phenomenon proceeds 
by means of eidetic variation, a method for critically examining descriptions 
of subjective experience in order to home in on its essential aspects.5 
Sticking with the example of perception, a phenomenologist first describes 
his own perceptual experiences as accurately as possible, taking careful 
account of the general similarities and differences between instances of 
perception. That glass on the table, for example, affords a visual experience 
and a tactile experience, both stretching out toward the same object, but 
contacting different dimensions of sensation. When I see a book instead of 
a glass on the table, my visual and tactile experiences apprehend a different 
object, but contact the book in the same way as they contacted the glass, 
respectively.    

From a critical mass of these descriptions, the phenomenologist abstracts 
those features that seem to be present in all instances of the phenomenon. 
With this thematized structure in hand, a series of thought experiments is 
conducted, varying, adding, or subtracting discrete elements of the structure 
and checking the accuracy of result against the original descriptions. 
Elements whose alteration or removal disrupts the descriptive accuracy of 
the thematized structure are identified as essential to the phenomenon. 
I cannot remove objects from perceptual experience: I cannot, strictly 
speaking, see or touch a glass if there is no glass before me. But I do not 
need to perceive color to perceive the glass. A subject’s dependence on its 
body—as Husserl and the French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
(1908-1961) point out—or a sense of the object’s persistence in space and 
time might also be examples of essential structural elements of perceptual 
experience.

A phenomenologist passes from static to genetic phenomenology when 
he begins asking questions like: What conditions must an object meet in 
order to be perceived as a glass by a subject? or What must a subject have 
experienced in order to perceive an object as a glass? Husserl and his most 
notable student, Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), disagreed vehemently over 
how to make progress on these genetic questions. 

The two diverged over the question of being. Husserl insisted that—like the 
natural sciences take for granted the material reality of their subject matter 
—so too must phenomenology take for granted the reality of conscious phe-
nomena, generally excluding their ontological status from consideration (at 
least by means of the phenomenological method).6 Heidegger, on the other 
hand, defended the question of being as the central question of phenome-
nology, asserting that the conditions which underwrite the regularities of 
experience are not only structural conditions, but also existential conditions 
for subjects and objects in the world.7 What is now called continental phi-
losophy flourished in the space opened up by these two towering figures of 
20th century philosophy. The generation of French philosophers including 
Raymond Aron (1905-1983), Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), and Merleau-
Ponty was heavily influenced Husserl and Heidegger’s philosophy. 

“Transcendental Geology” addresses the concepts of nature and history 
from a phenomenological perspective, and situates itself firmly in the late 
Merleau-Ponty‘s genetic investigations. The concern for issues treated 
by neo-Kantian philosophers like Wilhelm Dilthey demonstrates the 
continuity of phenomenology with previous lines of philosophical inquiry. 
“Transcendental Geology” illustrates the evolution of phenomenological 
thinking from an intuition in Dilthey, through a methodological 
development in Husserl, and into a tradition invoked and cashed out by 
Merleau-Ponty. 

That tradition still exercises considerable influence in contemporary 
philosophy. Today, cutting edge investigations into subjectivity, 
embodiment, and intentionality are engaging intra-disciplinary dialogue 
with philosophers in the analytic tradition, as well as interdisciplinary 
dialogue with those areas of the natural sciences and medicine concerned 
with consciousness. In place of vague talk of “what-it-is-like” or outright 
dismissals of subjective experience, phenomenology provides general 
and logically coherent descriptions that both contextualize subjective 
uniqueness and bridge the gap between those unique subjectivities and 
explanations in biological terms. 

1. Husserl often used the comparison with geometry to bring out the character 
of phenomenology. Toward the end of his life, he explored the significance of the 
foundations of geometry in the essay “Die Frage nach dem Ursprung der Geometrie 
als intentional-historisches Problem.” 
2. Cf. Husserliana XIII, §18-30. 
3. Cf. Zahavi, Dan. Husserl’s Phenomenology. Stanford University Press: Stanford, 
2003. pp. 43-78.
4. Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. Phenomenology of Perception. Trans. Kegan Paul. 
Routledge: New York, 2002. pp xv.
5. Cf. Sokolowski, Robert. Introduction to Phenomenology. Cambridge University 
Press: New York, 2000. pp. 177-184.

6. Cf. Husserl, Edmund. Psychological and Transcendental Phenomenology and the 
Confrontation with Heidegger (1927-1931). Trans. T. Sheehan and R. Palmer. Kluwer: 
Dordrecht, 1997. pp. 485-500.
7. Cf. Heidegger, Martin. Being and Time. Trans. J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson. 
Harper & Row: New York, 1927. pp. 21-63 

reCordinG The vieTnam War

By Hilary Chassé

From All Quiet On The Western Front in 1930 to the Hurt Locker in 2009, the 
Combat film genre has captured the attention of both audiences and critics 
alike. Themes explored in these films include combat, survivor and escape 
stories, tales of gallant sacrifice and struggle, studies of the futility and in-
humanity of battle, the effects of war on society, and profound explorations 
of the moral issues.1 Combat films can generally be classified into sub-
genres based upon the war they are depicting, from World War I to Vietnam 
to the modern wars in the Middle East. 

In addition to being artistic expressions, war films have a greater responsi-
bility than other genres in that they can shape social perceptions about war-
fare, both positively and negatively.  During World War II, the Office of War 
Information mobilized the Hollywood studio system to create films to keep 
up morale at home and motivate draftees. 

The films that Hollywood produced at this time, including Sands of Iwo 
Jima and Bataam, softened the realities of war by emphasizing tales of her-
oism and valor.2 Once this censorship was lifted at the ends of the war, di-
rectors were able to discuss the moral clarity of Hollywood’s World War II 
victory parade, and to delve into topics of race, foreign policy, and society’s 
involvement in the war effort. With this new freedom of expression, the 
films began to exhibit a greater sense of disillusionment.  

Before too long, the generation that had been raised on the image of the 
glorious soldier in World War II films was shipped to Vietnam, and, with 
them, this enlisted generation brought a glamorized Hollywood image to 
the battlefield that did not really apply. When they returned home, Holly-
wood was given the challenge of creating an entirely new message for the 
war films it produced while remaining true to the conventions of the genre. 

“Culture in Conflict” focuses on the three eras of Vietnam War films: those 
made during the War, those made in the decade following the War, and 
those made in the early 90s, once the War has become part of American 
history. The examples selected run the gamut from comedies (MASH) to 
surrealist thrillers (Apocalypse Now) and show the process of societal heal-
ing, memory building, and historical record keeping that film can achieve. 
The article shows how the films made about the Vietnam War mark a turn-
ing point in the Combat film genre, the moment where the lines between 
moral and immoral, victory and surrender, hero and villain begin to blur. 

In the 2000s, as the nation grapples with two major overseas wars and 
other military entanglements all over the world, Hollywood has had plenty 

of fodder for the combat film genre. The films made in the past decades 
have built upon the revolutionary conventions created by the auteurs of the 
Vietnam War era cinema; indeed, recent films such as Jarhead and The Hurt 
Locker would not have been made without this influence. 

1. “The War Film.” Turner Classic Movies Online. Accessed Sept. 10, 2011. 
2. “The Combat Film,” American Cinema. PBS: 1995. 
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Alzheimer’s diseAse is A neurodegenerAtive condition thAt typicAlly Affects the el-

derly And grAduAlly consumes A pAtient, destroying the connection between body 

And mind in the process.  due to the Aging of the bAby-boom generAtion, Alzheimer’s 

diseAse is expected to substAntiAlly increAse in prevAlence in the coming yeArs.  de-

spite this epidemiologicAl probAbility, public policy regArding treAtment of pAtients 

with the illness remAins piecemeAl.  controversy policy stems from the fAct thAt, in 

mAny cAses, A severely demented pAtient’s wishes for treAtment differ from the wish-

es he or she expressed in the eArlier stAges of diseAse.  when considering whose 

perspective—thAt of the competent, “then” version of the pAtient or thAt of the de-

mented “now” version of the pAtient—should tAke precedence, the guiding principle 

should be respect for overAll dignity.  from this perspective, honoring the Autono-

my of the “then” self is the most viAble option And should serve As the bAsis for fu-

ture policy decisions regArding the treAtment of Alzheimer’s diseAse.

The “Now PaTieNT” aNd The “TheN Self”
Conflicting Views in the Ethics of Dementia Care

Andrew orr“Until the advent of drugs that slow, stop, or 
reverse the syndrome that gradually steals its 

victims’ most intimate thoughts and threatens 
the cores of their identities, society’s interests 
are best served by a policy that protects these 

vulnerable individuals.”



iNTroducTioN
Memory, the valuable information that connects past and 
present, and higher-level cognition, the uniquely human 
ability to integrate this information and position oneself in 
the world, have generally been considered fundamental 
elements of the human condition. Dementia, an all-en-
compassing term referring to a broad spectrum of debili-
tating neurodegenerative illnesses, strikes these two pil-
lars of humanity. It thus poses troubling ethical dilemmas 
with profound social, medical, and legal consequences. At 
least seventy-five different diseases can present as demen-
tia.1 It is a disorder affecting 6-8% of individuals over sixty-
five2 and is characterized by marked cognitive decline and 
multiple impairments of “distinct elements of intellectual 
processing.”3,4 While conditions such as multiple sclerosis, 
Pick’s disease, or stroke may precipitate dementia, Al-
zheimer’s disease, which comprises more than half of all 
cases, is the most common cause.5 This article will focus 
primarily on Alzheimer’s-induced dementia. 

Discovered in the early twentieth century, Alzheimer’s dis-
ease accounts for 60-80% of dementias in the elderly.  Ac-
cording to various studies, it affects 20-40% of people over 
the age of eighty-five.6 Although this condition contains a 
signature pathology of neuritic plaques7 in combination 
with neurofibrillary tangles,8 the underlying cause of these 
abnormalities remains unknown. The development of 
such trademark brain lesions makes diagnosis seem 
straightforward, yet the lack of sufficient brain scanning 
technology makes diagnosis rather difficult in the early 
stages of the disease.9 On average, Alzheimer’s disease pa-

tients live eight to ten years after being diagnosed, which 
places a significant strain on caregivers and exerts pres-
sure on this country’s long-term care system.10 Mark Roth-
stein estimates the annual cost of caring for a patient with 
“moderate Alzheimer’s disease” to be $30,096 while the 
annual national cost of the disease amounts to roughly $50 
billion.11 Data from 2008 show, that at that time, Alzheim-
er’s disease affected approximately 5.2 million people. 
With the rapidly increasing elderly population in the Unit-
ed States, the number of persons affected by Alzheimer’s 
disease is projected to reach 13.2 million by mid-century.12 
There exists a pressing need for a public policy regarding 
Alzheimer’s disease to contain healthcare costs and to help 
protect some of society’s most vulnerable persons.  This 
article will address the myriad issues surrounding demen-
tia, particularly the distinct notions of personhood raised 
by the syndrome as well as the resulting perspective on the 
viability of advance directives for making treatment deci-
sions.  It will contest aspects of certain arguments that fa-
vor the privileging of the patient in late stage dementia 
over the same patient in an earlier stage and will offer 
policy suggestions for the future designed to create a more 
effective treatment plan for patients with dementia. 

TheorieS of PerSoNhood iN demeNTia
Significance and Implications

The reasoning behind many decisions regarding dement-
ed individuals often has as its foundation one of two theo-
ries of personhood presented by the progression of de-
mentia: the theory of the “now” self or the theory of the 
“then” self.13 Stephen Post articulates the difference in his 
article “Alzheimer Disease and the ‘Then’ Self,” writing, 

Current gerontological literature makes use of a distinction be-
tween the ‘then’ self that existed prior to severe Alzheimer dis-
ease and the ‘now’ self that lives almost entirely in the present 
with little, if any, memory of its past.14 

Although a middle ground does exist between these two 
dichotomous views, because the loss of decisional capacity 
is gradual, one’s basic understanding of the issue informs 
one’s opinion of advance directives and of consent to re-
search participation for dementia patients.  Much of the 
debate regarding treatment decisions for persons with de-
mentia can be summarized by a central question: at what 
point, if ever, does the “now” self take precedence over the 
“then” self?  

“With the rapidly 
increasing elderly 

population in the United 
States, the number 

of persons affected by 
Alzheimer’s disease is 
projected to reach 13.2 

million by mid-century.”

Privileging the “Now” Self

Rebecca Dresser presents an argument for valuing the 
“now” self in dementia by emphasizing the need to treat 
and act in the best interest of the patient in the nursing 
home, even if he or she has become senile, as opposed to 
the former person that he or she once was.15 Dresser also 
notes that autonomy, despite its major role, is not the soli-
tary factor in treatment choices and should perhaps be 
trumped by beneficence when it is lost.16 Additionally, 
Dresser argues, that at the root of precedent autonomy, the 
policy favored by many of those who favor the “then” self, 
there is an uninformed, assumed choice that necessarily 
invalidates the position.17 Her reasoning suggests that pa-
tients in the early stages of dementia cannot provide in-
formed consent through advance directives because they 
have not yet experienced the unique situation for which 
they are providing instructions.  Conversely, by the time 
the patients acquire the necessary experience to execute an 
informed treatment decision, they are no longer compe-
tent to give consent.  Dresser approaches this catch-22 by 
fully endorsing the “now’ self and proposing a policy of 
ignoring advance directives that refuse treatment in order 
to continue the life of the severely demented patient.  She 
states:

Many mildly or moderately demented patients do appear to ob-
tain significant benefits from continued life.  Although these 
benefits may seem small to us, we must evaluate them from 
the patients’ perspectives. . . . Given their limits, then, patients 
who can relate to the people and objects surrounding them 
typically have lives that for them are significantly better than no 
life at all.18

Dresser rejects the notion that demented patients are 
merely fossilized versions of their former selves and coun-
ters that an external, compared to an introspective, view of 
personhood is more suitable under these circumstances.  
In doing so, however, she disregards the earlier wishes of 
the patient on the basis of her presumed knowledge of the 
value of life for someone with dementia.  Her relational 
perspective on the significance of life for a dementia pa-
tient also leads to an acceptance of extramarital intimate 
relationships between dementia patients in nursing 
homes.  This controversial situation frequently arises 
when one nursing home resident with dementia, due to a 
distorted reality, mistakes another resident for a spouse or, 
due to Alzheimer’s disease, experiences less inhibition 
and expresses aggressive sexual desires.  Perhaps the most 

well known incidence of cohabitation between dementia 
patients occurred when former Justice Sandra Day 
O’Connor permitted her husband, who was in the late 
stages of Alzheimer’s disease, to have a romance with an-
other woman in the nursing home.19 O’Connor, in accord 
with Dresser’s argument, privileged current happiness 
through a relationship over the objections that her hus-
band would likely have had were he competent.

Another implication of this view of personhood can be 
seen in the employment of a best interest methodology in-
stead of substituted judgment in court-ordered treatment 
decisions.20 Indeed, this objective approach was utilized in 
the cases of Barber v. Superior Court and In re Conroy.21 In 
Barber, Clarence Herbert enters a vegetative state follow-
ing cardio-respiratory arrest after a successful surgery, and 
his family successfully petitions the physicians to remove 
the feeding tubes.22  The court in Barber did not find the 
physicians guilty of murder and, of the current approach 
to life-saving treatment, argued, “A more rational approach 

Alzheimer’s diseAse leAds to the precipitAte loss 
of memory, hindering the victim’s dAily routines.
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involves the determination of whether the proposed treat-
ment is proportionate or disproportionate in terms of the 
benefits to be gained versus the burdens caused.”23 Instead 
of necessarily determining what the patient would have 
wanted, the court suggests that a logical balancing of cur-

rent benefits and burdens will yield the optimal treatment 
decision.  In Conroy, the nephew of Claire Conroy, an in-
competent, demented patient, also seeks permission to 
remove a naso-gastric feeding tube from his aunt.24 The 
New Jersey court in this case explicitly proposed both a 
limited objective test and a pure objective test, under 
which treatment can be ceased provided that the “net bur-
dens of the patient’s life with treatment . . . clearly and 
markedly outweigh the benefits that the patient derives 
from life.”25 While the objective test does appear to favor 
the “now” self, a basic problem with this method is the fact 
that a subjective judgment is still being made regarding 
the value that the patient derives from life.  Surely no per-
son can be as qualified to deliver that judgment as the pa-
tient herself, whose opinion would be considered more 
extensively in a substituted judgment analysis.  The mat-
ter, then, returns to whether it is more appropriate to base 
the value in question on the objective benefit to the incom-
petent patient or on the expressed desires of the patient 
while competent?  At this point the argument for the 
“then” self enters the picture.

Preserving the Integrity of the “Then” Self

Proponents of the “then” self favor a treatment plan in 
which caregivers honor the wishes of the competent pa-
tient while simultaneously fulfilling the reasonable needs 
of the “now” self.  Post epitomizes this position when he 
argues “care and beneficence can be amply expressed in a 
manner consistent with integrity through emotional, envi-
ronmental, and relational support rather than by efforts to 
extend life.”26 Post also supports Ronald Dworkin’s argu-
ment for precedent autonomy, or respecting the wishes of 
the former self even when the individual is no longer com-

petent, and contends, “The intact self with a diagnosis of 
Alzheimer disease should be permitted to exert control 
over the future through the implementation of precedent 
autonomy.”27 Several factors serve as the basis for this deci-
sion, including the dual desires on behalf of the person 

with dementia not to be subjected to unwanted medical 
technologies and not to exhaust the financial resources of 
his or her family.28 Further, even Dresser acknowledges 
that, 

As Nancy Rhoden argued, mere consciousness, like biological 
life, is not a morally significant end in itself.  Instead, it is a 
necessary condition for achieving the ends that are of moral 
value to us—thought, emotion, pleasure, and relationships 
with the world.29 

This argument implies that severely demented patients 
lacking relational abilities need not be kept alive “for their 
own good” if it is against the wishes of their former, com-
petent selves. 

One potential danger of such an argument lies in applying 
this “empty shell”30 principle to all people whose ability to 
connect the past and the present through memory suffers 
from moderate impairments. This self-fulfilling “empty 
shell” myth is propagated by the tenets of the Western cul-
tural tradition, and, specifically, by John Locke, who argued 
that self-reflection is requisite for being considered hu-
man.31 However, complications arise with this formulation; 
for example, we consider infants to be persons although 
they have even less mental faculties than do elderly de-
mentia patients.32 Seemingly, being human involves on its 
deepest level some element, free from the constraints of 
time, akin to a soul that prevents infants and dementia pa-
tients from being empty shells even in the absence of cog-
nition.  As such, respect for the “now” self is preserved in 
the theory of the “then” self, as Post demonstrates with the 
case of Mrs. A, an incompetent dementia patient who, as a 
competent person, expressed a wish not to have any sur-

“Seemingly, being human involves on its deepest level 
some element, free from the constraints of time, akin to 

a soul that prevents infants and dementia patients from 
being empty shells even in the absence of cognition.”

gery in the later stages of her disease.33 Unfortunately, she 
develops a painful tumor, and, despite her previous wish, 
Post recommends surgery to reduce the size of the tu-
mor.34 With his consent, Post is respecting the need for 
comforting the “now” self and suggesting a policy in which 
pain treatment is primary and life prolongation is merely a 
secondary effect.  In this way, demented persons are not 
viewed as empty shells, memory is not overvalued, and the 
feelings and needs of dementia patients are noted and re-
sponded to using compassionate standards of care.35 

With respect to former Justice O’Connor’s ethical dilem-
ma, Post presents the opposite side of the argument 
through the case of Mrs. S.36 Mrs. S. is a dementia patient 
who brings daily gifts to another resident, Mr. R, whom 
she mistakenly believes is her deceased spouse.  One day, 
Mr. R puts forth to the nursing staff the idea of cohabita-
tion with Mrs. S for a night. However, Mrs. S’s daughter 
objects to what she deems a violation of the integrity of her 
mother’s “then” self.37 Here, Post, quoting Erik Erikson, 
writes, “Elderly people desire above all to integrate the fi-
nal phase of their lives with their deepest values and mean-
ings.”38 Although refusing to enter Mrs. S’s reality com-
pletely and thus denying her a certain degree of happiness 
is objectionable from Dresser’s standpoint, another exam-
ple can provide further insight into the situation.  Consid-
er the case of a Jehovah’s Witness in the late stages of Al-
zheimer’s disease.  This patient’s consistently expressed 
religious values while competent will assure that he or she 
is not subjected to blood transfusions even when in a state 
of advanced dementia.39  Similarly, the values of Mrs. S 
should not be violated simply because she is incompetent. 
Discovering and integrating the “then” self into the “now” 
self appears to be the ideal treatment goal whenever pos-
sible.

advaNce direcTiveS
Mental Health Advance Directives

Whether one privileges the “then” self or the “now” self 
will typically have bearing on one’s interpretation of the 
validity of advance directives for dementia patients.  One 
specific type of advance directive for those with mental ill-
ness is known as a Mental Health Advance Directive 
(MHAD), though its efficiency for patients with dementia 
is a disputed. An MHAD allows drafters to express a state-
ment of core values and explicitly provides the opportunity 
to consent to or refuse three treatment types: electrocon-
vulsive therapy (ECT), psychotropic medication, and ad-

mission to mental health facility for up to three days.40 The 
implementation of MHADs for patients with dementia 
was prompted by cases such as Guardianship of Roe, which 
involved the utilization of substituted judgment to force 
antipsychotic treatment on incapacitated patients.41 Addi-
tionally, the case of Lucille Austwick, a demented patient 
who refused ECT, medication, nutrition, and hydration, 
but whose daughter nevertheless was forced to obtain 
court approval to have her mother’s wishes honored, trig-
gered a reactionary movement in Illinois to enact 
MHADs.42 

The argument for MHADs generally consists of an appre-
ciation of the medical benefits that the directives offer as 
well as a positive evaluation of their utility as a planning 
instrument.  Concerning the medical benefits, MHADs 
provide the opportunity for patients to avoid the serious 
side effects of potentially hazardous therapies such as 
ECT, which include fractures, additional memory loss, 
confusion, delirium, and even death, and psychotropic 
drugs, which have been known to cause dyskinesia, dry 
mouth, dizziness, and depression, among other symp-
toms.43 In addition to these physical benefits, the option to 
consent to placement in a mental health facility often 
spares a patient’s family or caregivers significant guilt in 
the event that the patient becomes violent and must be 
temporarily placed in such a facility regardless of opinions 
stated earlier.  Admittedly, though, this benefit of Mental 
Health Advance Directives more frequently applies to bi-
polar and schizophrenic patients who undergo cycles of 
competency and incompetency and for whom the direc-
tives were originally designed.44 Nevertheless, mental 
health conditions such as delusion, depression, and hallu-
cination often accompany Alzheimer’s disease and justify 
the use of MHADs in these instances.45 Furthermore, the 
highly predictable nature of the progression of Alzheim-
er’s disease, according to Lisa Brodoff, “give[s] individuals 
a real opportunity to anticipate and plan.”46 Indeed, addi-
tional benefits of MHADs arise mainly from the process of 
future planning initiated by the directives.  The resulting 
discussion often explicitly informs family members and 
caretakers of the patient’s core values, cultural care prefer-
ences, and financial plans, as well as illuminates the pa-
tient’s opinions on less obvious issues such as Medicaid 
divorce (legally divorcing one’s spouse to obtain greater 
Medicaid benefits), entering future intimate relationships 
while demented, and consent for research.47 If nothing 
else, MHADs provide the opportunity to educate one’s sur-
rogate about one’s interests in the event that the directive 
is not respected.
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Those who oppose MHADs take issue with the very pos-
sibility that the directive may not be honored.  Specifically, 
the lack of a uniform competency standard plagues these 
directives, which may be appropriately revoked if a patient 
is deemed competent but can only be invoked if a patient 
is incompetent.48 Few patients fall clearly into one category 
or the other, while most display varying degrees of cogni-
tive impairment.  Another argument against MHADs is 
that, although Alzheimer’s disease may last eight to ten 
years, most directives expire after only three years.49 Cur-
rently, a man or woman in an early stage of Alzheimer’s 
disease may order an MHAD only to have it expire in three 
years’ time when they are no longer competent to sign a 
new one.  Additionally, the presence of both a “Ulysses 
clause,” stating that the patient’s order should still be in-
voked even when the patient is incompetent, and a provi-
sion for a surrogate decision-maker within the MHAD can 
be inherently confusing for caregivers and thus problem-
atic for the incompetent patient.50 Yet another risk with 
MHADs, notes Brodoff, is that patients may request “bad” 
or “totally unrealistic”treatment options that violate a phy-
sician’s professional judgment.51  In these situations, stat-
utes that “allow physicians to override treatment requests 
they deem inappropriate”52 cause Elizabeth Ann Rosen-
field, in her article “Mental Health Advance Directives: A 
False Sense of Autonomy for the Nation’s Aging Popula-
tion,” to argue that MHADs, in select ways, actually protect 
health care providers more than patients.53 The directives 
grant physicians immunity regardless of whether they 
carry out the order or withdraw from treatment citing that 
it violates their professional judgment.54 

Further, managed care organizations may provide finan-
cial incentives for physicians to order preventive tests and 
screenings, but not refer the patient to a specialist or nec-
essarily follow the MHAD.55 This conflict of interest is the 
first of several that work to diminish the power of these 
directives.  Ignoring MHADs is also permissible when a 
contradictory court order is issued, an emergency situation 
arises, or the state’s parens patriae power indicates that the 
state has significant interest in preserving mainstream val-
ues by preventing the patient from refusing “life-prolong-
ing” medical treatment.56 Rosenfield worries that the qual-
ifications for an “emergency situation” can easily be 
manipulated for broad application and that the state’s pa-
ternalism is dangerous to the individual.57 A final barrier to 
the implementation of MHADs is that, due to either lack 
of knowledge or initiative, “most people with mental ill-
ness do not actually execute this planning document.”58 
Before widespread use of MHADs will be achieved, sig-

nificant efforts to educate the target population and fortify 
protection of the “then” self by attaching more gravity to 
the directives must be undertaken. 

End-of-Life Directives

While MHADs specify treatment preferences during a pa-
tient’s intermediate years with dementia, living wills and 
durable powers of attorney aim to direct end-of-life care for 
patients.  Brodoff writes, 

A living will is a written document wherein a person states his 
or her preferences for treatment, or more likely the refusal of 
treatment in the event that he or she is in a permanent uncon-
scious condition or terminally ill where death is reasonably im-
minent.59 

Richard Beresford describes the durable power of attorney 
as an advance directive that “appoints an agent to act on 
behalf of the drafter in the event he or she becomes incom-
petent.”60 Arguments for advance directives are loosely 
based on a presumed Fourteenth Amendment right to pri-
vacy as well as First Amendment rights to express religion 
through treatment choices and, arguably, the freedom of 
thought to decide treatment options.61 Legal development 
in the area of advance directives burgeoned after the Cru-
zan case, yet only 29% of people have living wills.62 

The appropriateness of end-of-life advance directives for 
dementia patients has been a subject of much debate in 
recent literature because these individuals maintain con-
sciousness into the latest stages of disease and their treat-
ment wishes frequently change as the disease takes firmer 
hold.  Privileging the “now” self precludes the use of this 
type of advance directive for persons with dementia on the 
grounds that the reality of the decisionally-incapacitated 
patient supersedes the wishes of the earlier, competent pa-
tient.  Other arguments against advance directives, how-
ever, are based primarily on a lack of portability.  Currently, 
the health care system lacks “one central registry for these 
instruments, and this leads to problems in locating and 
enforcing the patient’s wishes.”63 Difficulty transferring 
directives from one health care provider to the next or lo-
cating advance directives in emergency situations may 
cause a patient’s wishes to be inadvertently disregarded.  

A study by Thomas Finucane et al. provides evidence that 
supports the use of advance directives for persons with de-
mentia.64 The study measured decisional capacity and the 

burden of discussing end-of-life treatment options for 
seven patients with Alzheimer’s disease.  The level of de-
mentia for each patient was determined using the Mini-
Mental State Examination (MMSE), in which scores lower 
than twenty-four are associated with dementia and worse 
scores indicate greater degrees of impairment.65 The re-
search subjects had a mean MMSE score of seventeen, in-
dicating overall mild to moderate dementia throughout 
the group, yet the study showed that three of the seven 
subjects acknowledged memory problems and expected 
their condition to worsen, which suggests that early-stage 
Alzheimer’s disease patients are capable of awareness of 
their condition.66 The study also found that these three pa-
tients, on a meaningful and consistent basis, were likely to 
respond that they would refuse life-sustaining therapy if 
they were to become severely impaired.67 Significantly, the 
study found “no measurable adverse effects” on the sub-
jects’ psyche or health from discussing future treatment 
options.68  The results of this study indicate that advance 
directives for patients with Alzheimer’s disease do not im-
pact patients negatively and can be competently drafted by 
certain patients in early stages of the disease.

Respecting the “then” self through advance directives does 
not seem an unreasonable burden for caregivers of de-
mentia patients.  For this reason, the individual with early 
dementia should possess the same rights as the mentally 
healthy individual to refuse feeding tubes, ventilators, and 
cardiopulmonary resuscitation.  The policy regarding feed-
ing tubes, in particular, has generated controversy because 
some advocates of the “now” self argue that the withdrawal 
of artificial nutrition betrays the demented patient’s funda-
mental interest in continued life.  While percutaneous en-
doscopic gastrostomy (PEG) tubes were once common-
place in treatment of late stage dementia patients who 
have lost the ability to swallow food, new evidence sug-
gests that the tubes may not be medically indicated.  Dr. 
Muriel Gillick, in a study published by the New England 
Journal of Medicine, suggests rethinking the consensus on 
feeding tubes for these patients: “Because of problems 
with diarrhea, clogging of the tubes, and the tendency of 
patients with dementia to pull out the tubes, nutritional 
status often does not improve with the use of feeding 
tubes.”69 Additionally, Gillick points out that the “contin-
ued risk of aspiration appears to result from reflux of gas-
tric contents and the aspiration of saliva”70 rather than the 
act of eating that feeding tubes are designed to replace. 
Finally, end-stage cancer patients who have described their 
experience after the removal of gastrostomy tubes “do not 
experience more than transient hunger, and any thirst can 

be assuaged by ice chips and mouth swabs.”71 These find-
ings strengthen the argument for the right of a demented 
person’s “then” self to refuse a feeding tube, suggesting 
that PEG tubes, along with other medical treatments with 
dubious efficacies, should not necessarily be mandatory 
for advanced dementia patients unless explicitly request-
ed.  If refusal of nutrition and hydration is acceptable, 
though, how far do the rights of dementia patients with 
advance directives extend?

Euthanasia and Physician-Assisted Suicide

At present, a critical debate in the Netherlands centered on 
this very question raises the notion of the viability of ad-
vanced directives for euthanasia of dementia patients.  
Cees Hertogh distinguishes between negative advance di-
rectives, which refuse certain medical treatments, and 
positive advance directives, which request specific treat-
ments, the most common of which being euthanasia, for 
patients in the Netherlands.72 Although advance directives 
for euthanasia (AEDs) are legal in the Netherlands, the 
physician can never be obliged to follow them.73 These 
rules of due care include physician satisfaction that the pa-
tient’s request was “voluntary and well considered,” physi-
cian satisfaction that the patient has experienced “unbear-
able” and “hopeless” suffering, patient education about 
“the situation and its prospects,” patient and physician 
satisfaction that there is “no reasonable alternative solu-
tion,” examination by at least one other independent phy-
sician that verifies the above standards, and professional 
execution of the life termination process.74 Despite their 
legality, these directives have generally been avoided for a 
number of reasons, primary among them the question of 
which criteria must be met before a request for euthanasia 
can be fulfilled. The inability to recognize a spouse as a 
criterion for euthanasia is not necessarily an effective mea-
sure because the patient’s ability may vary day by day, or 
perhaps the demented individual always perceives the 
spouse on a level that is not apparent to outside observers 
unaffected by dementia.  Hertogh also argues against us-
ing cognitive tests as criteria because “tests results often 
overstate the deficits when compared to actual functioning 
of the individual.”75 Additionally, the task of providing eu-
thanasia for a demented patient who is currently assenting 
to treatment can be a difficult one.76 Hertogh brings the 
argument to its end by positing, with a touch of hyperbole, 
that if the “now” self is, in fact, different from the “then” 
self, then an AED “would in effect be a contract for mur-
der.”77 The complex dilemmas behind the issuance of 
AEDs for dementia patients seem to render the policy im-
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practical in the Netherlands, the United States, and any-
where else. 

A second issue in the Netherlands with policy implications 
for the United States revolves around the acceptability of 
physician-assisted suicide (PAS) in patients with early 
stage Alzheimer’s disease.  The Dutch refer to the ravages 
of dementia as “entluistering,” or effacement, and the 
Dutch government permits its citizens to seek physician-
assisted suicide as a means to avoid this slow, debilitating 
process.78 Five cases of PAS in the Netherlands have been 
documented as of 2005, and in 1990, Janet Adkins made 
headlines in the United States when she enlisted the help 

of Dr. Kevorkian and became the first dementia patient in 
the United States to participate in physician-assisted sui-
cide.79,80 Post relates the suicide drive in early stage de-
mentia patients to a legitimate fear that the wishes of the 
“then” self will not be honored: “Assisted suicide becomes 
a very attractive alternative for many of us if our ‘then’ 
selves are not to be allowed to control the destiny of our 
‘now’ selves.”81 Weak sanctions on doctors and hospitals 
for failing to comply with living wills do not help to solve 
this problem.82 

Post advocates an increase in palliative care and tightening 
of regulations regarding advance directives to deter pa-
tients from both PAS and pleas for mercy killing.83  Post 
also presents as an argument against these controversial 
topics his “incompatibility hypothesis,” which suggests 
that if PAS and euthanasia are allowed, there will be di-
minished continuing social commitment to institutions 

that enhance quality of life for those who grow old.84 An-
other element to this debate is the fact that physician-as-
sisted suicide has historically been applied only in cases in 
which illness is terminal, meaning the patient has less 
than six months to live, and Alzheimer’s disease leaves an 
indeterminate amount of time between diagnosis and 
death.85  A related, albeit weaker, argument holds that in 
the years of life forfeited by the patient who opts for physi-
cian-assisted suicide, a treatment or even a cure for Al-
zheimer’s disease may become available.86 The strongest 
argument against PAS may be that of the slippery slope 
policy scenario.  Already in the Netherlands, one case of 
physician-assisted suicide for dementia patients has gar-
nered massive criticism because the patient involved never 
officially received a diagnosis of Alzheimer’s disease be-
fore engaging in PAS.  Critics believe that his symptoms 
were more characteristic of a condition known as primary 
progressive aphasia.87 This type of negligence leads down 
a hazardous road of potential misdiagnoses and unneces-
sary deaths due to the difficulty of diagnosing Alzheimer’s 
disease in an early stage.  More troubling, still, is the idea 
that if PAS is made legal, the slippery slope may lead to a 
world of “obligatory altruistic suicide,” in which demented 
individuals who elect not to engage in PAS are viewed as 
wasters of valuable societal resources.88  Therefore, the au-
thority of the “then” self, while it should be restricted from 
ordering euthanasia and PAS, must otherwise be held 
paramount in an effort to prevent PAS and mercy killing.

Public Policy 

Bruce Jennings suggests three policy models to shape the 
future of dementia care: the public health model, the 
guardianship model, and trusteeship model.89 A concern 
for public safety in terms of protecting third parties from 
behaviors of dementia patients who are deleterious to soci-
ety characterizes the public health model.  One flaw in this 
model, however, is that dementia patients injure a rela-
tively low number of people annually.90 Additionally, con-
cern for the public welfare might provoke legislation re-
quiring physicians to release their dementia patients’ 
confidential health information to state agencies such as 
state departments for motor vehicles to alert the state as to 
the conditions of these individuals.91 A law such as this 
one may deter individuals who suspect dementia from 
seeking physician guidance out of fear of a loss of driving 
privileges.  Finally, action taken by the state will be “costly, 
blunt, and impractical” and, as such, unlikely to be effec-
tive.92

“Therefore, the authority 
of the ‘then’ self, while it 
should be restricted from 
ordering euthanasia and 
PAS, must otherwise be 

held paramount in an effort 
to prevent PAS and mercy 

killing.”

Protection of the demented individual from harm defines 
the guardianship model. While guardianship is more 
pragmatic than state intervention because it involves the 
use of specific caregivers, this model is by no means per-
fect.93 Decision-making capacity from the perspective of 
guardianship is viewed as all-or-nothing by the caregiver 
instead of as the continuum that it actually is.94 The inher-
ent paternalism of guardianship also plays a major role in 
limiting patient autonomy, and this use of excessive cau-
tion can limit rather than foster the ward’s growth.95

Jennings calls the third and perhaps most appropriate 
model trusteeship and suggests that the its primary goal is 
“sustaining agency and capacity” of the demented individ-
ual.96 Under this model, caregivers view dementia as a 
state of transitions rather than decline, and therapy rou-
tines display creativity and respect for the dementia patient 
as a human being.97  Minor illnesses and conditions are 
immediately treated to prevent accompanying further 
mental deterioration.98 The best treatment options involve 
increasing activity, minimizing psychotropic drug use, and 
educating the care staff.99  Caregivers emphasize the pa-
tient’s remaining abilities and build upon them as encour-
agement while simultaneously finding acceptable substi-
tutes for activities that can no longer be performed.100 In 
this manner, the fundamental values of the “then” self are 
honored and maintained deep into disease progression. 

coNcluSioN
Since cases of dementia are expected to more than triple in 
the coming years, public policy governing the vast realm of 
dementia ethics will become an important factor in the fu-
ture of the United States healthcare system.  Until the ad-
vent of drugs that slow, stop, or reverse the syndrome that 
gradually steals its victims’ most intimate thoughts and 
threatens the cores of their identities, society’s interests 
are best served by a policy that protects these vulnerable 
individuals.  The best method of protection society can of-
fer results from respecting the precedent autonomy of the 
“then” self.  Although arguments for the “now” self uphold 
the essential dignity of mankind, their roots in beneficence 
for an imagined best interest of the severely demented in-
dividual are overly paternalistic and can drive persons di-
agnosed with early Alzheimer’s disease to seek physician-
assisted suicide or euthanasia, which ironically diminish 
the very values of life the theory of the “now” self seeks to 
promote. MHADs can be made more effective tools for de-
mentia patients through modifications that enact stiffer 
requirements for their invalidation and extend their expi-

ration terms.  The construction of special long-term care 
facilities that operate under the trusteeship model and 
honor advance directives can also provide the necessary 
space and peace of mind for persons diagnosed with de-
mentia in the future.  Genetic testing, liability of dementia 
patients, and other future controversial topics should also 
be approached from the same perspective of respect for 
autonomy and integrating the patient’s “then” self into the 
“now” self.
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As A host country for displAced irAqis since the 1991 Gulf WAr, JordAn hAs received 

WAves of forced-miGrAnts for the pAst tWenty yeArs, With the GreAtest influx of dis-

plAced irAqis ArrivinG After the 2003 irAq WAr. irAqi-femAle-heAded households Are 

AmonG the poorest Within the irAqi populAtion of JordAn And Are cAteGorized As 

vulnerAble peoples by the internAtionAl orGAnizAtion of miGrAtion And united nA-

tions hiGh commissioner for refuGees. this study considers the informAl WAys in 

Which irAqi femAle household heAds Are copinG economicAlly Within JordAn. the 

study supports the observAtion thAt remittAnces, trAvel stipends, And volunteer po-

sitions Are the mAin WAys in Which femAle household heAds in JordAn GenerAte in-

formAl income. this Article stronGly recommends continued internAtionAl support, 

chAnneled throuGh fundinG for unhcr And non-GovernmentAl orGAnizAtions in 

JordAn thAt support self-reliAnce strAteGies AmonG irAqi Women.

Coping in Jordan
The Plight of Iraqi-Female-Headed Households

sophiA morAdiAn
“This dependence on foreign aid, for both 

the Jordanian government and for the 
Iraqi population in Jordan, is not a long-

term solution for assisting displaced Iraqis 
in Jordan. . . . Encouraging methods of 

economic self-reliance will be crucial in the 
near future and over the long-term.”



introduCtion
As a woman I have no country.  As a woman my country is the 
whole world.

 Virginia Woolf

While the situation of displaced Iraqis in Jordan is ex-
tremely challenging, Jordan itself has occupied an interest-
ing role as a host country for refugees since the creation of 
the state of Israel in 1948.  Notably, Jordan is not a signa-
tory of the 1951 Geneva Convention on Refugees, lacking 
laws for refugees or those seeking asylum in Jordan.2 The 
Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan has a unique role in the 
region, having the highest ratio of refugees to population: 
one quarter of all Jordanian residents are considered refu-
gees.3 As expressed by Hanin Odeh, “Jordan has adopted 
‘semi protectionist’ policies toward Iraqi forced migrants, 
i.e.  letting them in, but depriving them of livelihood 
means to become settled.”4  A certain paradox exists in Jor-
dan.  While it is considered one of the most politically sta-
ble and safest countries in the Middle East, it is one of the 
most resource-poor countries in the region and in the 
world.

Within the context of war and political unrest in Iraq, both 
men and women have suffered in unique ways.  The focus 
of this study, however, is on Iraqi women in Jordan.  There-

fore, the study presents the situation and history of Iraq 
through the experiences of Iraqi women.  Over the past 
three decades of conflict, women have endured losing hus-
bands, sons, brothers, and other male family members.  
These losses, coupled with increasing denial of equal 
rights by Iraq’s previous socialist regime, have made them 
especially vulnerable as displaced persons, both inside and 
outside Iraq.  Both Iraqi women in Iraq and those who 
have fled to Jordan face social barriers to working in the 
informal economy.  A female-headed-household (FHH) 
denotes a household in which a woman is directly respon-
sible for providing financially for her family.  Iraqi FHHs 
in Iraq and Jordan are stigmatized for living alone (without 
a male figure present).  Women have played an important 
role in shaping the politics and direction of their country 
in the past, and Iraqi women, both internally displaced 
persons and those living abroad, must assume this role 
again in rebuilding their country.

According to recent statistics released in July 2010 by UN-
HCR, there are currently 30,700 Iraqis residing in Jordan.5 
Iraqis in Jordan are not considered refugees, but rather 
temporary “guests.”6 Most significantly, Iraqis are not le-
gally allowed to work in Jordan, depriving them of a source 
of income and livelihood.  Aside from individuals who 
have the financial means to keep 50,000 Jordanian dinar 
(JD) in the bank, the overwhelming majority of Iraqis liv-
ing in Jordan are not legally allowed to work.  It is widely 
known, however, that Iraqis engage in informal work in 
Jordan to provide an income for their families.  While tra-
ditionally, in Iraqi families, the household head is male, it 
is estimated that among the 30,700 active Iraqis registered 
with UNHCR in Jordan today, 20% of Iraqi households are 
female headed.7 These FHHs typically comprise the poor-
est sector of the population.8 Married women have very 
little knowledge about or are not involved in managing the 
finances of their household.  It therefore becomes very dif-
ficult for Iraqi women who must assume the traditional 
role of father, providing a source of income for the family, 
and the traditional role of mother as caretaker of the house 
at the same time.  Many Iraqi women in Jordan have not 
previously taken on the role of household head before im-
migrating to Jordan.  This situation often results in the 
exploitation of both men and women by their employers.9 
As they are not officially employed, theycannot seek justice 
for this exploitation in the Jordanian legal system.  This 
study highlights the mechanisms by which Iraqi FHHs 
are coping economically in Jordan in order to provide rec-
ommendations on how to better serve the most vulnerable 
group of displaced persons in Jordan.

aCronyms and abbreviations
CBO  Community-based organization

FHH  Female-headed household

IDP  Internally displaced person

IOM  International organization for migration

IRD  International relief and development

JD   Jordanian dinar

MENA  Middle East and North Africa

NFI  Non-food item

NGO  Non-governmental organization

UN  United Nations

UNHCR  the United Nations High Commissioner for  

  Refugees

UNOCHA  United Nations Office for the Coordination of  

  Humanitarian Affairs

WFWP  Women’s Federation for World Peace

WRC  Women’s Refugee Commission

As a result of the oil boom in the 1970s, Iraq’s growing 
economy demanded a larger labor force, and instead of im-
porting foreign labor, Iraq encouraged the participation of 
women in the work force as a policy to spur the economic 
development of the country.  Despite Saddam Hussein’s 
oppressive regime, following his rise to power in 1979, ur-
ban women experienced more social freedom and  educa-
tional opportunities.  Women were “perceived to play a 
crucial role in the development and modernization of the 
country.”10 Nadje Al Ali, Professor of Gender Studies at the 
School of Oriental and African Studies in London, asserts, 
“Iraqi women became among the most educated and pro-
fessional in the whole region.”11 However, when political 
and economic conditions changed during the Iran-Iraq 
war and after the 1991 Gulf War, the state changed its rhet-
oric regarding women and their role in society.  After the 
1991 Gulf War, in the era of the sanctions of the 1990s, 
economic conditions declined and the Iraqi regime urged 
women to return to their homes to care for their families 
in order to allow men to be the breadwinners of the fami-
ly.12 With Iraqi FHHs being socially discouraged from 

working in the formal economy in Iraq and theirinability 
to work legally in Jordan, Iraqi FHHs today are faced with 
the difficult situation of providing financial support for 
their families, both in Iraq and in Jordan.  

methodology
Seven informal interviews were conducted with Iraqi 
women who are household heads in Jordan, as well as 
seven formal interviews with representatives from local 
NGOs, such as case workers and program managers.  This 
primary research was supplemented by texts which pro-
vided background information on the history of Iraqi 
women, both in Iraq and as refugees, as well as from re-
ports on Iraqi refugees in Jordan.  Iraqi FHHs were cho-
sen based on their previous or current affiliation with 
Women’s Federation for World Peace.  Contacts at local 
community-based organizaions (CBOs) were established 
in part by affiliations with the humanitarian organization 
CARE, a program already based in Jordan.  Furthermore, 
only women who are heads of their households in Jordan 

irAqi immiGrAnts in JordAn
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were interviewed for this study, including women who 
were divorced, widowed, or who had husbands living 
abroad.  Iraqi women interviewed had varying family siz-
es, various education levels, and varying amounts of time 
spent in Jordan.13  Women were between the ages of 20 
and 60, and thus had varying experiences growing up in 
Iraq.14 All interviews with Iraqi FHHs were conducted 
with two male WFWP volunteers present, who acted as 
translators.  There was a base set of ten questions asked to 
all participants.  While the Iraqi women interviewed reside 
in and around Amman, the program coordinators reside 
in both Irbid and Zarqa, cities in Jordan which also contain 
large concentrations of Iraqi refugees.  Therefore, while 
the researcher did not have direct contact with Iraqi FHHs 
in cities outside of Amman, data was collected from sec-
ondary sources regarding Iraqi women in Irbid and Zarqa.  

Informal interviews with Iraqi women participants were 
conducted in the form of discussions and, while a core set 
of questions was asked to each participant, the order in 
which the questions were asked varied, as did the depth to 
which each question was answered.  These discussions 
lasted no more than half an hour.  Before their interviews, 
all participants were given a summary of the research 
study and were informed of their rights as participants of 
this study, as well as their right not to participate.  Some 
non-Iraqi interviewees granted permission to use their 
name in the study.  Thus, some interviewee’s names are 
preserved.  Translators acted as witnesses for those who 
gave verbal consent.  

Findings 
In total, fourteen individuals were interviewed, seven were 
Iraqi female household heads, and the remaining seven 
were individuals who have had experience working with 
Iraqis in Jordan, and often times in the greater MENA re-
gion.  All Iraqi female household heads interviewed had 
arrived in Jordan after 2006, aside from one family that 
had arrived in 2000.  Informal interviews were held with 
Iraqi women within Amman.  Specifically, in the areas of 

Hashmi Al Shemali, Wast Al Balad, and Sweileh.  Non-
Iraqis, namely case workers and program coordinators at 
local NGOs, were interviewed in Amman, Zarqa, and Irbid 
and were asked a series of questions relating to their expe-
rience working with Iraqis and how they perceive Iraqi fe-
male household heads.  Data was compiled from Iraqis 
and case workers at local NGOs to develop a general repre-
sentation of how Iraqi FHHs are coping economically in 
Jordan.  

All Iraqis interviewed were receiving aid from UNHCR; 
thus, for the purposes of this study, UNHCR cash assis-
tance has been excluded from the ways in which Iraqi 
women are actively generating income.  Recipients of UN-
HCR monthly cash assistance receive debit cards, to which 
their monthly stipend is deposited.15 This amount varies 

depending on the number of individuals in the family.  A 
single man or woman receives 75 JD per month, two indi-
viduals receive 110 JD per month, a family of three receives 
195 JD per month, while a family of four receives 210 JD 
per month.16 Iraqi female household heads reported that 
this stipend is usually enough for rent, utilities, and some 
food.  However, it is not enough for other living expenses 
such as phones, clothes, health care, and education costs.  
Local organizations such as Khawla Bint Al Azwar and 
CARE provide non-cash assistance, such as clothes, food, 
and home goods to families who demonstrate need.  Provi-
sion of non-cash assistance effectively decreases a family’s 
expenditures. CARE International provides one-time 
emergency cash assistance to new arrivals who demon-
strated need, in the range of 200-300 JD.  Aside from 
these sources of cash and non-cash assistance, it was con-
cluded that there are five main ways in which Iraqi FHH 
are coping in Jordan: remittances, volunteer positions, 
travel stipends, self-employment, and informal work.  

Remittances

All Iraqi FHHs interviewed had extended family in Iraq, 
the United States, and in one case, in Sweden.  Four out of 

“These positions, then, do not provide long-term solutions 
for generating an adequate source of income; rather, they 

are a way for volunteers to generate a small amount of 
supplemental income for a limited amount of time.”

seven interviewees stated they were receiving funds from 
mothers, sisters, or sons in the United States and in Iraq.  
Three out of these four families had two or more children 
attending school, and they reported that most of the funds 
received by family abroad were allocated towards the chil-
dren’s education.17 For all but one of the households receiv-
ing transfers from abroad, their living situations seemed 
fairly stable, and their lives generally more comfortable, 
than that of other female household heads interviewed.  
Therefore, it became clear that remittances are seen as a 
supplement to UNHCR cash assistance received each 
month.  Results from interviews did not indicate a clear 
consensus on the exact amounts of remittances received, 
making it difficult to generate conclusive findings.  Inter-
views and observations suggested that while remittances 
were not as common as other economic coping mecha-
nisms, they comprised a significant source of income for 
those families that received them.  

Volunteer Positions through Local NGOs

Although Iraqis in Jordan are not allowed to work in the 
formal economy, many NGOs have begun to allocate fund-
ing for volunteers.  These assistants, usually women, take 
on these positions for two to three months and are pro-
vided a monthly stipend, for transportation and their time, 
between 100-200 JD.  Representatives interviewed from a 
CBO in Zarqa, Jordan, explained that some women take 
two of these positions at once, and thus generate twice the 
amount for their work.18 In these positions, women work 
as translators, program coordinators, and often help facili-
tate programs within the local Iraqi community as well as 
the local community.  Some of these organizations have 
volunteers work with local NGOs as teachers and help with 
correspondence between the NGOs and partnering CBOs.  
However, because of decreased funding for UNHCR and 
for local NGOs, the number of volunteers hired may lower 
as a result of restrictions in the annual budget.19 Also, be-
cause these NGOs seek to provide this opportunity to 
many different individuals, volunteers are usually not 
hired for more than two or three months.  These positions, 
then, do not provide long-term solutions for generating an 
adequate source of income; rather, they are a way for vol-
unteers to generate a small amount of supplemental in-
come for a limited amount of time.  It must be noted that 
for FHHs who have children, taking on these volunteer 
positions, which often involve working in an office or trav-
eling within or outside Amman, is extremely difficult, as 
children at home must also be cared for.  From Iraqi fe-
male household heads interviewed, the only woman who 

had taken on a volunteer position at a local NGO was living 
by herself.

Program assistants of local CBOs mentioned similar in-
sights into the two-fold benefits of these positions.  First, 
volunteers have the opportunity to leave their homes and 
socialize with other women and members of the commu-
nity.20 Second, generating a source of income, though a 
modest amount, gives beneficiaries a sense of self-impor-
tance and allows them to be productive members of the 
local community.  Four of the seven women interviewed 
held at least a bachelor’s degree.  Iraqi women who take on 
these positions are, more often than not, overqualified for 
the work they are performing, as many were former pro-
fessors, accountants, or worked in administrative posi-
tions.21 By taking on these positions, women can attain a 
sense of normalcy by feeling productive in society.  These 
volunteer positions benefit both the Iraqi woman volun-
teer and the local Iraqi community: they allow Iraqi volun-
teers to directly work with fellow Iraqis in the local com-
munity, while receiving a small stipend for their time.  

Travel Stipends 

Vocational training and skills courses for women have be-
come increasingly prevalent among NGOs and CBOs as 
ways to provide useful programs to Iraqi women in Jordan.  
All but two Iraqi female household heads interviewed re-
ported having attended such training courses, as well as 
psychosocial counseling sessions.  These services are pro-
vided at no cost to participants, and Iraqi FHHs inter-
viewed reported receiving travel stipends of 2-3 JD each.  
While these courses provide valuable services and skills to  
the attendees, there is speculation as to whether individu-
als participate to benefit from the services provided from 
the course itself, or to simply profit from the travel stipend, 
making it difficult to ascertain their true motives.  A Wom-
en for Water Program (WFWP) representative stated that 
UNHCR and some CBOs almost consider these travel sti-
pends as an indirect form of distributing cash assistance to 
Iraqis.22 A program coordinator in Irbid explained that for 
recent social activity sponsored by her organization, par-
ticipants received a travel stipend of 3 JD; however, a bus 
was also hired to pick up and drop off participants in their 
neighborhoods.  Thus, the whole amount provided as a 
“travel stipend” became simply a stipend for attending the 
activity.23 In other situations, women share taxis or use 
public transportation in order to save on travel costs.  
Therefore, travel stipends, whether enabling Iraqi FHHs 
to attend potentially beneficial courses, or allowing these 
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women to profit from the amount remaining from the ac-
tual travel cost, are seen as an extra form of income.

Self-Employment

Small businesses, solely headed by women entrepreneurs, 
were also reported in preliminary research to be sources of 
income for Iraqi FHHs.  Because these businesses are 
home based, household heads can simultaneously run this 
business while taking care of dependents and daily house-
hold work.  Usually, female heads of household attend vo-
cational training courses, which provide basic skills train-
ing classes or business entrepreneurship training.  Upon 
completion of such skills training courses, women receive 
a package that helps them to begin their own business ven-
tures.  

Some non-Iraqis interviewed also cited microcredit pro-
grams as being ways in which Iraqi FHHs generate in-
come.  UNHCR, through UNICEF in Jordan, has sought 
to expand opportunities for Iraqi women and women in 
local communities by instituting microfinance programs.24 
CBOs in Jordan such as WFWP and Khawla Bint al Azwar, 
East Amman Charitable Association, and Al Amal have 
implemented similar microfinance programs.  A WFWP 
representative explained that while the theory of microfi-
nance for FHHs is an excellent one, microfinance and 
small business entrepreneurship, among Iraqi women, 
have not been successful.25 Irikora described her experi-
ence with Iraqi FHHs and small business entrepreneur-
ship: “Iraqi women don’t have a stable mind here, as they 
see their situation as temporary.  Their mind is not in Jor-
dan.”26 Irikiora’s insight that many women do not see Jor-
dan as their home, but rather as a point of transit to a third 
country, was also observed by the researcher in her field-
work.  All but one Iraqi fwmae head of household inter-
viewed intended to immigrate to the United States in the 
future.  Despite studies that suggest small businesses can 
be a sustainable source of income, no Iraqi female house-
hold head interviewed in this study had her own business 
or was currently attending training courses for a business 
entrepreneurship.  While enthusiastic about the potential 
of these programs for improving the FHHs’ livelihoods, a 
program coordinator from a CBO in Irbid emphasized that 
when these businesses are profitable, the income generat-
ed is not enough, on its own, to sustain a FHH, especially 
a household with children.  Nevertheless, like remittances 
and travel stipends, profits from small businesses are seen 
as a supplement to monthly cash assistance from UN-
HCR.

Representatives from Khawla Bint Al Azwar, an organiza-
tion funding a variety of different training courses for both 
Iraqi women and for women from the local community in 
Zarqa, explained the difficulties with funding business en-
trepreneurship courses and the base costs for the busi-
nesses.  Reception to business entrepreneurship courses 
among Iraqi participants was highly positive, but they only 
had funding for beginning level courses.  They have not 
received sponsorship or funding to expand these courses, 

and more significantly do not have the funds to provide 
start-up costs for their micro-businesses.  Taking out loans 
in Jordan requires collateral and a co-signer who, by law, 
must be Jordanian.  Iraqis, especially FHHs, often lack 
both of these requirements.27 They are seen as having an 
unstable financial status in Jordan, as they may travel out 
of the country without having repaid their debt.  Because 
they are not represented in the Jordanian legal system they 
are not seen as reliable debtors.28 Therefore, in the cases 
where Iraqi female heads of household are interested in 
starting their own businesses, a lack of funding is often an 
impediment to achieving this source of semi-self reliance.

Informal Work 

Because the large majority of Iraqis do not have work per-
mits in Jordan, they are not able to work in the formal sec-
tor and be legally employed in Jordan.  Thus, along with 
having a self-owned small business, some Iraqi FHHs are 
forced to work illegally in Jordan.  There was an overall 

“On average, a social 
worker at an NGO in 

Amman reported that if 
paid for her work, an Iraqi 

woman receives between 
one half and three quarters 

of what another woman, 
working legally in Jordan, 
would make in her place.” consensus, though, that women feel safer participating in 

informal work than men do.29 Iraqi men typically experi-
ence more trouble with the police, as Jordanian police are 
hesitant to harass women.30 Also, especially for household 
work, it is easier for a woman to enter another family’s 
home.  Working as household cleaners or as seamstresses 
is the most common type of informal work reported by 
case-workers and CBO representatives.  

There are two main problems arising from Iraqi FHHs en-
gaging in the informal economy: they are paid less than 
their Jordanian counterparts or are not paid at all.  On aver-
age, a social worker at an NGO in Amman reported that if 
paid for her work, an Iraqi woman receives between one 
half and three quarters of what another woman, working 
legally in Jordan, would make in her place.31 This work is 
illegal under Jordanian law and women cannot seek legal 
action for these instances of exploitation because they are 
irregular migrants working illegally.32 For Iraqi FHHs who 
are faced with no other options to generate income for 
themselves and their families, they resort to more desper-
ate means of survival.  These may include selling gold 
from their former marriages for cash, working as street 

vendors, or sending their children to work.33 While the re-
searcher did not encounter any female heads of household 
who reported engaging in these activities, case-workers 
did.34 

ConClusion
In light of current difficult situations for Iraqi FHHs in 
Jordan, economic security is of the utmost importance.  
While Iraqi women in Jordan use a variety of means by 
which to ensure financial security for day-to-day necessi-
ties, vulnerable Iraqis, namely FHHs, in Jordan have a 
high dependence on UNHCR cash assistance as well as on 
foreign aid.  Foreign aid is allocated to local NGOs and 
CBOs who, in turn, facilitate programs for Iraqi and non-
Iraqi beneficiaries in the community.  Iraqi female heads 
of household benefit from the skills acquired through 
these programs and from the extra cash generated by sav-
ing their travel stipends.  These courses are seen as an op-
portunity to socialize with other Iraqis and bridge gaps 
between the Iraqi community and the local community.

irAqi immiGrAnts receivinG heAlthcAre in JordAn
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Effectively, many Iraqi FHHs’ livelihoods in Jordan are 
highly dependent on foreign aid, both in the form of fund-
ing for volunteer positions and for travel, though UNHCR 
funding has begun to decline since 2009.35 Furthermore, 
the Jordanian government estimated in 2008 that Iraqi 
guests in Jordan had cost the country 1.6 billion JD from 
2005-2008; however, the Jordanian government has never 
publicized the raw data from this estimate.36 While the Jor-
danian government has allowed Iraqis access to public 
schools and healthcare, there is speculation that Jordan 
has “benefitted greatly” from the inflow of foreign aid, 
aimed at assisting those directly affected by the current 
conflict in Iraq.37 

This dependence on foreign aid, for both the Jordanian 
government and for the Iraqi population in Jordan, is not 
a long-term solution for assisting displaced Iraqis in Jor-
dan.  Especially for vulnerable groups within Jordan’s Iraqi 
population, such as FHHs, encouraging methods of eco-

nomic self-reliance will be crucial in the near future and 
over the long-term.  International aid, through cash and 
material assistance, allows families to meet basic needs.  
This aid, however, is not everlasting, and funding for UN-
HCR and NGOs has begun to decline over the past few 
years.  Many organizations request additional funding in 
the form of aid or cash assistance, though these allocations 
are not a permanent solution for improving the lives of 
Iraqis in Jordan.  More funding should be allocated to-
wards guided assistance in order to better encourage their 
self-reliance.38 This, in itself, presents a challenge, as Iraqis 
cannot work legally in Jordan.  Previous studies on the 
situation of Iraqis in Jordan have concluded that the most 
sustainable way to improve the livelihoods of displaced 
Iraqis in Jordan is for the government to grant them work 
permits.  However, the chance of the Jordanian govern-
ment allowing Iraqis to work in Jordan is quite slim.  Thus, 
future research on mechanisms of international funding 
to support economic sustainability is strongly encouraged.  

Such programs, channeled through NGO programs on the 
ground, will bring forth new ways by which to encourage 
financial self-reliance for Iraqis remaining in Jordan, 
thereby reducing poverty among Iraqi refugees residing in 
Jordan.  These mechanisms could serve as a model for dis-
placed Iraqis in surrounding MENA countries, and, more 
generally, for other displaced peoples living in a foreign 
country.  

Future studies regarding the possibility and efficacy of es-
tablishing a permanent community fund for Iraqis in Jor-
dan is highly encouraged.  This fund could potentially in-
crease the livelihood of Iraqis in Jordan.  Because the 
majority of Iraqis in Jordan will not be resettled to a third 
country or return to Iraq in the near future, there will be a 
remaining core group of Iraqis in Jordan.39 Self-reliance 
strategies, which decrease reliance on international sup-
port for those Iraqis remaining in Jordan, deserve atten-
tion in future research projects.40

While this study has focused specifically on FHHs as a vul-
nerable group within the Iraqi community in Jordan, new 
literature suggests that men displaced by conflict—partic-
ularly those who are not in school or are not working—are 
also considered vulnerable.41 With a loss of employment, 
males’ sense of masculinity is diminished, often affecting 
familial relations in a negative way.  For example, an IOM 
report found that domestic violence has increased among 
Iraqis in Jordan due to the frustration of men who are not 
able to financially provide for their families.42 Future stud-
ies regarding how Iraqi men are coping in Jordan, both 
economically and socially, could demonstrate effective 
means for NGOs to involve males, especially teenagers, in 
programs and psychosocial counseling.  Equal inclusion 
and representation of men and women is, and will be, nec-
essary for establishing an Iraqi society that can succeed in 
attaining peace and economic security.
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The Middle easTern ciTy of dura-europos, which was feaTured in an exhibiT in bosTon 

college’s McMullen MuseuM, provides hisTorians wiTh an exTraordinary aMounT of 

inforMaTion regarding religious diversiTy in The ancienT world. This arTicle focuses 

specifically on The religious culT of MiThras ThaT was founded upon The worship of 

The ancienT gods MiThras and sol, and The sacrificial TaurocTony. relying on The 

evidence provided by archaeology, arTwork, and The culT’s siTe of worship, The 

MiThraeuM, This arTicle idenTifies The singulariTy of MiThraic pracTices in Their his-

Torical conTexT while also exploring The relaTionship ThaT The culT of MiThras had 

wiTh More coMMonly known religions such as chrisTianiTy and JudaisM. 

The MysTery of MiThras
Analyzing Religious Practices in Dura-Europos

Jenna howarTh“The strong presence of art and archaeology, 
despite a lack of textual evidence, shows how 

the distinct cult of Mithras acted not only as a 
supplementary religion for Roman troops, but 
also as a cornerstone of religious tolerance in 

this ancient city.”



“The Cult of Mithras” display in the McMullen Museum’s 
Dura Europos: Crossroads of Antiquity provides insight into 
one of the most mysterious religions practiced at Dura-
Europos before its fall to the Sasanians in 256 CE.1 Reli-
gious relationships at Dura-Europos were exceptional in 
that Christians, Jews, pagans, and other cult members 
were atypically tolerant of and associated with each other. 
For example, the Roman soliders who were some of the 
original members of the cult of Mithras were also involved 
with the renovations and expansion of both the Christian 
building and the synagogue. This demonstrates that while 
the religions were exceptionally 
different in tradition, they man-
aged to establish tolerance and 
even influence each other’s prac-
tices. 2 Due to its uniqueness, the 
cult of Mithras is a religious sect 
that deserves its own analysis. The 
lack of Mithraic texts necessitates 
conclusions about the group 
based on the art and archaeology 
unearthed at Dura-Europos. By 
starting with an examination of 
Mithraic history and religious art-
works while cross-referencing the 
Bible and The Aeneid, scholars can 
discover what made the cult of 
Mithras so unique and capable of 
gaining a following in an already 
religiously cultivated city.  

Tracing the foundation of the cult 
of Mithras in the civilization of 
Dura-Europos is essential to the 
discussion of its historical and re-
ligious significance and its funda-
mental deviation from the more 
popular religions of the city. The 
Mithraeum, the building of wor-
ship for the cult of Mithras, was 
built along the northern wall of 
Dura-Europos in approximately 
168 or 169 CE. Palmyrene archers 
serving in the Roman army were 
the first to institute Mithraic prac-
tices into Durene society, empha-
sizing the malleability of the reli-
gious culture of Dura-Europos. 
The Cult of Mithras  actually 
gained footing during the reign of 

the third cultural group of the Romans rather than that of 
the Seleucids or Parthians.3 Perhaps the cult of Mithras 
was a newer, more attractive practice, but even more prob-
able is that Dura-Europos was simply becoming an in-
creasingly impressionable city that was open to various 
languages, cultures, and religions. Gail R. Hoffman re-
marks:

Some scholars have assumed that one reason for the great vari-
ety of cults found at Dura-Europos is the variety of peoples 
from different cities and regions who came to Dura-Europos. It 

sTone TableT depicTing MiThras

certainly seems that the cult of Mithras came with the Roman 
military, and the Christian and Jewish communities are also 
first visible during the Roman phase though they may have 
been present in the city earlier.4 

Because it was a military garrison and a strong trading and 
political center, Dura-Europos was greatly exposed to 
countless cultural groups. By the time the Sasanians de-
feated the city in 256/257 CE, Macedonian, Seleucid, Par-
thian, Roman, Sasanian, Greek, Latin, and Persian influ-
ences had all been present at some point during the life of 
Dura-Europos.5 With this diversity, it is no surprise that  
the cult of Mithras would have been able to take root in 
such a diverse community.

It is important to note that even though Palmyrene sol-
diers were responsible for the foundation of the cult of 
Mithras in Dura-Europos, it was not necessarily their only 
religion. The Feriale Duranum, a religious calendar dating 
around 223 CE, was used by Roman soldiers in Dura-Euro-
pos and reconstructs their entire religious year. No gods 
from either Dura-Europos or Palmyra are mentioned in 
the calendar, and only the Roman gods actually wor-
shipped in the city of Rome hold any stature; that calendar, 
in fact—which includes notes of army festivals, public fes-
tivals of the Roman gods, and imperial women—was made 
up of mostly the same observances of the city of Rome it-
self. Soldiers all over the Roman Empire used nearly iden-
tical copies of the calendar. In addition to participating in 
this official Roman religion and worshipping Roman gods, 
however, Palmyrene soldiers also worshipped other popu-
lar gods that were never adopted by Rome.6 While they 
could not practice Judaism or Christianity, as those would 
prohibit sacrifice to the official Roman gods of the state, 
they could indeed join various religious cults, such as that 
of Mithras.7 The Bible orders Christians to “Fear God and 
glorify him, because the time has come for him to sit in 
judgment; worship the maker of heaven and earth and sea 
and the springs of water.” Christians believe that a follower 
may worship only one god, who rules over all areas of the 
universe. Because the religion does not allow for its mem-
bers to worship any other than God himself, Roman troops 
could not become Christians and follow the official Roman 
religion simultaneously.8 However, a religious cult such as 
Mithras allowed for the men to continue with traditional 
pagan practices while also earning membership into a new 
religious sect.

As Palmyrene archers brought the cult of Mithras into the 
city, soldiers were the primary members at the beginning 

of the third century CE, as well as those in the merchant 
class. Only men were allowed to join the cult, which seems 
strikingly different from religions such as Judaism and 
Christianity which welcomed, and in fact promoted, the 
conversion of both genders.9 However, one must not for-
get that the two were also almost exclusively male oriented 
in that only men maintain the positions of prophets, dis-
ciples, or apostles in the Bible. According to Lucinda 
Dirven, the cult of Mithras became “a brotherhood of men 
who mainly shared the same profession.” While it is un-
clear where these men, and particularly Palmyrene ar-
chers, originally became exposed to the cult, there are sug-
gestions that it was possibly adopted in Dacia or Moesia.10 

While the historical context and religious participants are 
clearly important elements of any religion or cult. The ac-
tual beliefs and customs of the cult of Mithras should re-
ceive significant attention in this discussion. This mysteri-

ous religion was thought to include seven levels of 
initiation, ritual banquets, and a promise of salvation after 
death to all members.11 Cultists worshipped the god 
Mithras, originally an Iranian god who, according to leg-
end, was born from a rock in a moment outside time and 
killed a cosmic, primeval bull, which he then dragged into 
a cave. Mithras and the sun god Sol then proceeded to feast 
on the bull, after which Mithras consecrated Sol and be-
stowed on him his nimbus.12 The account of these events 

“The Mithraeum at Dura-
Europos is among the best 

preserved of the cult. Its 
architecture, decoration, 
and graffiti not only help 

to describe the cult in Dura 
but also to portray the cult 
during the first half of the 
third century throughout 

Syria.”
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was taken from various pieces of art in the Mithraeum, 
which will be examined later on in the discussion.

Such discoveries could be made from only art and archae-
ology because there were no documented texts such as The 
Aeneid or the Bible which scholars could use as religious 
evidence. Little was recorded about the cult’s beliefs and 
practices precisely because of its nature; as a secret cult the 
members would not have written much down, but instead 
would have expressed their religion through reliefs and 
other artwork in the Mithraeum. The graffiti on the walls 
of the Mithraeum at Dura-Europos lists the names of the 
initiates with their Mithraic grade, while paintings and 
sculptures hint at various aspects of their religious prac-
tices.13 Subsequently, the cult of Mithras shows the impor-
tance of artwork and archaeology to understanding the re-
ligions of Dura-Europos and all ancient cities.

The Mithraeum itself, as the site for worshipping Mithras, 
becomes an existential piece of evidence in unearthing the 
Mithraic practice. It was built into a renovated house in 
168 CE by the Palmyrene archers who founded the cult in 
Dura. It was enlarged in 209-211 CE by the Roman com-
mander Antonius Valentius and was renovated again from 

240 CE into the Late Mithraeum. It was subsequently dis-
covered by excavators nearly two thousand years later. 
While most Mithraea are underground in order to symbol-
ize the importance of caves to Mithras, the temple at Dura-
Europos was completely above ground, perhaps influenced 
by the Christian buildings or the Jewish synagogue.14 The 
Mithraeum was a rectangular building with only benches 
and an altar table for furniture; there were not seating ac-
commodations like those typically found in modern day 
synagogues or churches.15 This arrangement invoked a 
one-on-one relationship with the god during times of wor-
ship. The Mithraeum at Dura-Europos is among the best 

preserved of the cult. Its architecture, decoration, and graf-
fiti not only help to describe the cult in Dura but also to 
portray the cult during the first half of the third century 
throughout Syria. All of the subjects in most Mithraea are 
similar to each other, yet the style and composition of the 
scenes often vary.16 In the Mithraeum in Dura-Europos, 
two reliefs hung under an arch show scenes of the tau-
roctony which are then flanked on both sides by Mithraic 
hunting scenes.17

The two Mithraic reliefs are almost identical in the posi-
tioning of both Mithras and the bull. Both show Mithras 
holding back the bull’s head and thrusting a dagger into 
his neck. The top relief, which was placed by the Pal-
myrene commander Zenobius, included the dedicant, or 
donor, along with other figures thought to be members of 
the cult association. Their presence is significant in that 
they are not family members, which was typical of the Ro-
man cult in which familial ties were unimportant, and 
thus creates a blunt contrast with Judaism and Christiani-
ty, in which family was of the utmost importance: “Honour 
your father and your mother so that you may live long in 
the land that Yahweh your God is giving you.”18,19 The cult 
of Mithras offers no such declaration of paternal or famil-
ial prominence, and instead focuses on the relationship 
between Mithras and the sun god Sol. In a painting found 
in the Mithraeum at Dura-Europos, which was originally 
placed to the left of the cult niche during the building’s 
second phase, Sol and Mithras are shown feasting on the 
sacrificial bull.20 Unlike in Roman or Greek tradition, the 
god Mithras himself seemed to be doing both the sacrific-
ing and feasting. This presents a problem in that it com-
pletely opposes traditional beliefs regarding sacrifice. 
When Hercules came to the aid of the Arcadians to kill the 
bestial half-man Cacus, “he choked him till his eyes burst 
out, his gullet whitened and dried up with loss of blood.” 
He left the violence at that.21 He never ate the animal as a 
sacrificial feast and instead, “since then / This feast (by the 
Arcadians) is held, and younger men are glad / To keep the 
memory of the day.”22 It seems that though the cult of 
Mithras may have been traditional in holding ritual ban-
quets for new initiates, as animal remains and purchase 
receipts testfy. In any event, he ideology behind such feasts 
remains very unique.23 

Despite its distinctiveness, the cult of Mithras does main-
tain a subtle relationship with other religions such as 
Christianity. The pagan Celsus criticized that “supersti-
tions like Mithraism and Christianity are led by wicked 
men who convince simple people to believe in their false 

“It seems that though the 
cult of Mithras may have 

been traditional in holding 
ritual banquets . . . the 

ideology behind such feasts 
remains very unique.”

teachings without explanation.”24 The grouping of Mithra-
ism and Christianity seems faulty because the two are 
wholly independent and individual religions. Unlike the 
cult of Mithras, both Judaism and Christianity claim a ba-
sis on the textual evidence of the Hebrew Bible. Further-
more, Mithraic practices also involve worshipping a god 
entirely different than Yahweh. Critics, such as Justin Mar-
tyr, nevertheless held fast to their apologetic works by 
claiming that “the ‘wicked devils’ who adhere to the cult of 
Mithras have imitated the actions commanded by Jesus of 
his followers.” Martyr saw similarities between Mithraism 
and Christianity, as the cult followers ate and drank with 
prearranged prayers during their ritual feast, but took 
bread and water rather than wine.25 The act of feasting, 
however, was not unique to Christianity, and it was often 
pagan practice to eat a sacrificial feast while praying to the 
gods.

Such oppositions and critiques of Mithraism can actually 
work to demonstrate how well the different religious 
groups coalesced in Dura-Europos. Although historical 
and religious texts demonstrate rivalry and intolerance of 
different religions, the archaeological evidence for Mithra-
ism, Christianity, Judaism, and paganism show adherence 
to other belief systems and a willingness to share common 
elements in their ritual space. The commonalties of the 
Mithraeum, Synagogue, and Christian building in design 
and decoration are especially unique and create a “Du-
rene” style of art and architecture.26 The typical rivalry and 
distrust usually seen among religions of the third century 
CE dissolved in Dura-Europos, and the discovery of the 
atypical Mithraic cult speaks to this point. The strong pres-
ence of art and archaeology, despite a lack of textual evi-
dence, shows how the distinct cult of Mithras acted not 
only as a supplementary religion for Roman troops, but 
also as a cornerstone of religious tolerance in this ancient 
city.

 an archaeological reconsTrucTion of The synagogue of dura-europos in an israeli MuseuM
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Since the 1960S, the depiction of the Vietnam War in film haS captiVated and polarized 

audienceS While complicating the icon of the “american War hero.” hiStorical filmS 

and collectiVe memory SerVe parallel functionS in their endeaVorS to recreate the 

paSt aS a collection of imageS, hoWeVer mediated. indeed, filmS haVe the capacity to 

Shape hiStory aS it iS actually remembered by preSent-day audienceS, thuS blurring 

the diViSion betWeen ‘objectiVe’ hiStory and ‘SubjectiVe’ memory. thiS article examineS 

hoW, oVer a period of decadeS, filmS depicting Some aSpect of the Vietnam War haVe 

changed and, concomitantly, hoW thiS change relateS to recollection of the actual 

eVentS of the Vietnam War.

Culture in ConfliCt
Remembering the Vietnam War through Cinema

roSa maribel colorado

“Beyond the purpose of entertainment, 
historical films serve as portals to the past, 

and the power of film then becomes the ability 
to transport the viewer to that past.”



introduCtion
With each new film adaptation incorporating historical ac-
counts of the Vietnam War, America as the victor is an im-
age that begins to fade. The depicted role of American in-
volvement in the war becomes more ambiguous with each 
passing decade.  Perhaps stemming from the turbulent 
social climate of the 1960s, films aimed to depict the Viet-
nam War narrative demonstrate conflict within themselves 
to reconcile the outcome of such a traumatic event in 
American history. Unlike the previous world wars, the na-
ture of the Vietnam War made the distinction between 
“good” and “bad” an impossible moral dilemma, exasper-
ated by American youths rebelling against the “establish-
ment” and publically displaying antiwar sentiment. There 
has been a recent desire to recapture this time of revolu-
tion as one of revitalization as well as fear, anger, and re-
sentment.  Such are the conflicting sentiments depicted in 
numerous Vietnam centered films that were produced 
during, soon after, and long after the end of the war.

Throughout the past half century, film has become an ide-
al and powerful vehicle for reflecting the personal senti-
ments of this image-laden war.  Rich Warland expressed 
this transparent, personal nature of Vietnam in his journal 
entry, “The Other Living-Room War: Prime Time Combat 
Series: 1962-1975,” by describing the proximity between 
the Americans at home and images of those abroad in 
battle.   Yet, to consider the genre of these films and to ex-
amine elements such as the musical score of the film dem-
onstrates the ability of Vietnam War themed films to re-
flect the dissonance of the current society.  Temporality 
proves to be a marker of change for the following Vietnam 
War related films: MASH (1970), Apocalypse Now (1979), 
Platoon (1986), Casualties of War (1989), and Forrest Gump 
(1994). Each film ultimately reflects different stages of 
contemplation and understanding of the Vietnam War.  
While only a few, these selected films attempt to demon-
strate the general transformation of the “American hero” 
image from an indisputable figure of power to a war-torn 
soldier traumatized by battle, and finally to a reconciled 
character with an altogether novel identity.  This final place 
of reconciliation, as portrayed by the main characters of 
these films, serves to mirror American society’s self-aware-
ness and recovery from the Vietnam War. 

ConfliCt in the SoCial Climate
While war films had previously created an image of the 
brave American as a hero of revolution fighting against a 

clear-cut enemy to ensure domestic independence and jus-
tice, Vietnam-era movies would emphasize the image of 
Americans resisting domestic order rather than resisting 
the foreign enemy.  Self-awareness of one’s place in society 
seemed to be the pursuit of many in 1960s American cul-
ture, and many Americans slowly toyed with the realiza-
tion that the government was a potential instigator of vio-
lence as opposed to a protector against violence.  During 
this time of great uncertainty, the “enemy” became unclear 
—is the enemy the uncivilized foreigner in a distant land 
or is the enemy the countrymen of your home-land?  Not 
surprisingly, in many of the Vietnam War themed films, 

the “villain” becomes increasingly difficult to appropriate. 
Which group terrorized and which group suffered the ter-
rorizing becomes a difficult question to discern.  Just like 
the general public, these historical films struggle with the 
participation of America in the war.  We continue to en-
gage with the past as historical films continue to be fund-
ed, produced, and distributed. 

Inherent in the Vietnam War themed movie persists a re-
flection of contemporary society’s intense curiosity to hunt 
in earnest for the unsolved mysteries of Vietnam.  Marita 
Sturken, author of Tangled Memories: The Vietnam War, the 
AIDS Epidemic, and the Politics of Remembering, addresses 
the urge to relive the past when she writes, “Those who 
were too young to experience the Vietnam War or the anti-
war movement are fascinated by this particular time.”1 
This need for our current culture to look back into the past 
is prominently exemplified in the increased production of 
Vietnam War themed films. Sturken reflects this fact when 
she notes, “The media have become nostalgic for their 
own moment of purposefulness in covering and exposing 

“Inherent in the Vietnam 
War themed movie persists 

a reflection of contemporary 
society’s intense curiosity 

to hunt in earnest for 
the unsolved mysteries of 

Vietnam.”

the ‘real’ stories of the war, which the military and political 
establishment attempted to hide.”2 Sturken is quick to 
point out that this search through the past rings true for 
our collective society as a whole, rather than for any spe-
cific group or individual. In concurrence with the theme of 
public memory and history, the prevalence of these his-
torical films is the result of a collective yearning for the 
past. 

film aS a VehiCle for memory
Serving beyond the purpose of entertainment, historical 
films serve as portals to the past, and the power of film 
then becomes the ability to transport the viewer to that 
past.  Yet the camera does not necessarily reveal history in 
terms of a universally accepted “History.”  In other words, 
films with historical premises present images of a medi-
ated history to an effect similar to conjuring images in 
memory.  Luckily for a contemporary society intent on ex-
posing the past, the prominence of history-based films has 
made this a unique reality.  In the case of Vietnam War 
themed movies, film as a collection of images becomes the 
perfect vehicle to deliver the mystery of the past to this 
starved and desirous modern audience. For Marita Stur-
ken, the actual process of filming becomes intrinsically 
linked with the process of remembering the past.   In Stur-
ken’s view, the power of the camera showcases the process 
of filming as the attempt to recapture what once existed in 
reality:

Camera images, whether photographs, films, or television foot-
age, whether documentary, docudrama, or fiction, are central to 
the interpretation of the past. . . . Just as memory is often 
thought as an image, it is also produced by and through imag-
es.3

Sturken expresses how images are not just physical, but 
metaphysical as well.  For Sturken, the metaphorical im-
ages reflect a form of art that materializes the process of 
remembering the past in the mind of the viewer.  Thus, 
film as the art of image capturing and simultaneous mem-
ory construction creates an appropriate platform for histo-
ry-based films. These films utilize history and remain in 
the present, while at once reliving the past. 

While film becomes a mechanism for bringing the past to 
the present, the presentation of these historical films be-
comes part of the way the public remembers the past.  To 
depict history in film becomes a simultaneous way of look-
ing at the past, interpreting its meaning, and subsequently 

re-fashioning its presentation to shape the contemporary 
public’s memory of the past.  Sturken notes this anabolic 
and catabolic interaction between a film, history, and 
memory when she explains, “The relationship of the cam-
era image to memory and history is one of contradiction.  
On one hand, photographed, filmed, and videotaped im-
ages can embody and create memories; on the other hand, 
they have the capacity, through the power of their pres-
ence, to obliterate them.”4  Film has the power to deliver 
history from the past, but it also has the influence to 
change history as depicted on the screen. To film history is 
thus to change or mediate history in the public’s eye.  The 
interplay of reconstructing the past and making a film is 
significant when remembering history becomes an issue 
of remembering it accurately. William Guynn, author of 
Writing History in Film, warns the reader of overly mediat-
ing history and of the consequence of influencing the pub-
lic’s memory of the past when he discusses the concept of 
“collective memory”:

The desire of collective memory to preserve the past in the pres-
ent leads to distortions and ‘misrepresentations’ because mem-
ory is steeped in emotion and is often guided by the self-inter-
est of the group. A society’s look back toward the past is infused 
with nostalgia for the absolute harmony of social relations and 
the idealized model of social organization and behavior it lo-
cates there. The affective and ideological dimensions of social 
memory are clearly incompatible with the professional histori-
an’s ideal of objectivity that can come only from rigorous ap-
plication of historical critique.5

Guynn argues that history and film are at odds because of 
the difference in the objectivity of history and the subjec-
tivity of film.  This difference is the basis for mediated his-
torical films, which then influences the version of history 
that viewers receive.  Does this film version coincide with 
the public’s already perceived notions of the past?  Is the 
film viewing process an affirmation or a contradiction to 
the public memory of past?  Film has the capacity to sway 
how the past will be remembered by the public and in the 
public eye.  Guynn affirms this influential power of film:

Historians acknowledge that filmic representation has such 
power that it overwhelms other forms of recollection by impos-
ing indelible images of the past on the public imagination. 
They are at a loss in their efforts to combat and correct what 
they consider erroneous but compelling representations. His-
torical ‘fictions,’ they argue, tend to replace the real documents 
of events in the public imagination.6
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Guynn goes so far as to state that historical films, as medi-
ated forms of the past, serve as substitutes for historical 
documents.  While the objectivity of history may come into 
question, Guynn points out an interesting phenomenon.   
Despite inaccuracies, the public would rather remember 
or end up remembering the mediated version of the past 
through film. The discrepancy between what actually hap-
pened, and what people think or want to think happened 
becomes particularly significant when examining Vietnam 
War themed films, especially since the historical context of 
these films are the crux of the plot. 

the Vietnam War aS hiStory in film 
Vietnam War themed films play a significant role in shap-
ing public memory as they have come to reorient the “cul-
tural memory” of America.  Sturken describes this particu-
lar memory when she states, “Cultural memory is a field of 
cultural negotiation through which different stories vie for 
a place in history.”7 This definition resonates with the defi-
nition of “collective memory” or even “public memory,” 
but “cultural memory” implies another dimension directly 
interacting with how a culture perceives itself and how that 

image may or may not endure. This deliberation over 
memory within a culture correlates with the struggle that 
historical films encounter in their attempt to accurately 
convey the past.  Ultimately, multiple narratives about his-
tory exist, and which ones remain in the legacy of a culture 
is unpredictable.  Yet, especially among the film examples 
given in this article, Sturken highlights the basic binary 
that many historical films of the Vietnam War seem to en-
compass: 

As narrative films depicting a highly charged event in US his-
tory, Vietnam War docudramas often have two conflicting in-

tentions—to represent the war realistically and to examine its 
larger meanings through metaphoric interpretation.8  

For Americans and American culture, the Vietnam War 
depicted in films represents both of these “conflicting in-
tentions.”  Interestingly, the augmentation of this conflict 
can be witnessed over several decades, suggesting a link 
between the levels of conflict in the film and the real con-
flict present among Americans’ reactions to the Vietnam 
War.  Vietnam War films can be categorized based on the 
level of conflict expressed in the films’ narratives.  Indeed, 
Sturken refers to David James’s breakdown of the develop-
ment of the Vietnam War film from the 1960s to the 
1990s when she writes:

David James has divided the mainstream films made about the 
Vietnam War into four groups: films that were made during the 
war and up until the late 1970s, of which were very few [. . .]; 
films made in the late 1970s . . . which could be called the first 
wave of Vietnam films; films made in the early 1980s (the era 
of revisionist history launched by Reagan administration) that 
depict MIAs as icons of the veteran’s victimization and feature 
vengeful veterans refighting the war [. . .]; and the fourth phase, 
films made in the late 1980s and 1990s and concerned primar-
ily with questions of realism.9

The trend among Vietnam War films has been observed 
and recorded on account of the true uniqueness of this 
event in American history and the mark it has left on 
American culture. Sturken finds significance in elaborat-
ing on the fourth phase of the evolution of Vietnam films 
by stating, “This final group of films represents the work 
of several Vietnam veterans and major directors; it has of-
ten been characterized as representing America’s finally 
coming to terms with the war.”10  In theory, the trajectory 
of these films over several decades should culminate in a 
final resolution of conflicting sentiments evident in these 
Vietnam War films.  In order to accurately trace the evolu-
tion of the Vietnam War film throughout recent history, an 
analysis of the evolution of the genre Vietnam War films 
inhabit is essential.  This analysis involves uncovering the 
fading figure of the American victor that at one point in 
American film history prevailed above all other archetypes. 

Genre
The poignant figure of the American hero in war films is 
at once questioned with the sudden and evolving conflict 
within Vietnam War film narratives in the context of the 
“combat film” genre.  The transformation of the combat 

“Vietnam War themed 
films play a significant 
role in shaping public 

memory as they have come 
to reorient the ‘cultural 
memory’ of America.”

film is most jarring when contrasting the machinations of 
the genre and the most recent renderings of the Vietnam 
War films. Robert Eberwein’s compilation contains an es-
say by Dana Polan entitled, “Auteurism and War-teurism: 
Terrence Malick’s War Movie,” in which Polan analyzes 
the evolution of this “combat film” genre.  Initially, the 
combat film was as direct as the black and white film it was 
printed on: “We might grasp the evolution of the combat 
film as the history of a genre in which experiments in form 
and in content are both at work, pushing individual works 
to say new things about the experience of war and to find 
new forms in which to say those things.  Traditionally, the 
combat film was a highly codified genre with a set struc-
ture and set meaning.”11  Polan then delves into the con-
tent of the early combat films produced during World War 
II:

For the wartime World War II combat film, meaning was natu-
ral. There was mission, both the literal mission faced by the 
soldiers and the national mission of the war effort, and its pur-
pose was evident, inevitable. Hence, the importance of conver-
sion, for in its suggestion that one doesn’t learn new things, 
that commitment isn’t imposed on the subject from without 
but wells up from within, the narrative of conversion makes 
growth into commitment natural, logical, ordinary.12

The World War II film narrative is straightforward and re-
flective of the epoch from which it was produced. Polan 
explains that during World War II, Americans needed a 
strong support system and sense of purpose: 

Here is a genre where ease of style, naturalness of narrativity, 
matches an ease of worldview, a naturalness of mission and 
meaning—a genre whose philosophy is pre-given (pre-given to 
the filmic form, to the characters in the narrative, and to the 
target audience).13  

It is no wonder that the combat films of the 1940s and 
1950s thrived from the patriotism and steadfast belief in 
American exceptionalism.  In any case, the heroes and vil-
lains of these films were obvious in that they mirrored real 
life for Americans.  Fighting two wars with distinct mark-
ers to their Communist, Fascist, and Nazi adversaries al-
lowed Americans to distance themselves even further 
away from their foe. Not surprisingly, the “target audience” 
for these combat films was set as indicative of the interna-
tional and political climate.  Creating films for the World 
War II crowd was simple when the enemy and the cause 
were unanimously understood and agreed upon by public 

consensus.  Fast forward to the era of the Vietnam War, as 
this image of a united America and the lauded American 
hero coming home from war are no longer universal em-
blems of national pride. In fact, the meaning of an enemy, 
and especially a cause, become unclear.  Dana Polan sup-
ports this notion of a confused and divided national reac-
tion to Vietnam as opposed to a unanimous and positive 
reaction to World War II when she says, “But in the recent 
combat film, unity—unity of form and content, of mission 
and meaning, of character and moral purpose—frequently 
comes undone.”14  As Vietnam themed films began to re-
flect upon the uneasy social climate of America, they mir-
rored the confusion and conflict of retaining the American 
hero icon in combat films.  Interestingly, as the decades 
pass, and more time allows for more reconciliation with 
the conflict that erupted during the socio-politically 
charged atmosphere of the 1960s, the Vietnam War film 
transforms once again.  In the most recent film adapta-
tions, 

the manifestations of the genre in these later historical mo-
ments adhere to initial meanings of the genre (the mission as 
process of self-education and accomplishment) while suggest-
ing that the original organic unity of the genre is no longer 
easily or readily to be had.15  

Thus, the struggle to maintain the codes of the combat 
film genre proved difficult as sentiments about the Viet-
nam War attempted to reconcile themselves in the public 
memory of Americans. Unable to reach a resolution, the 
genre is now forever changed in that the conflicting imag-
es of the American hero remain, as do the sentiments that 
polarize a nation. 

the 1970S: MASH (1970) and ApocAlypSe 
Now (1979)
Focusing on the following Vietnam War related films, Rob-
ert Altman’s MASH (1970) and Francis Ford Coppola’s 
Apocalypse Now (1979) present two distinct historical me-
diations of the Vietnam War.  The two films greatly con-
trast as one embodies a satiric and comical tone, while the 
other exemplifies a highly stylized and serious approach to 
the Vietnam War.  In Robert Altman’s MASH (1970), the 
actual war depicted is the Korean War, yet the subtext re-
fers to the absurdity of America’s participation in the Viet-
nam War.16  In contrast to MASH is Francis Ford Coppola’s 
Apocalypse Now (1979), which delivers an intimate and 
haunting portrayal of the negative outcomes of the Viet-
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nam War.  Yet, both films manage to capture the chaotic 
social and political environment of America during the era 
of the Vietnam War.  As suggested by Robert Eberwein in 
the “Introduction” of his compilation of essays, The War 
Film, “Historical films become a way to comment on the 
present.”17  Both MASH and Apocalypse Now, while techni-
cally inaccurate in the factual depiction of the war, aim to 
present the turbulent climate surrounding the war at 
home and abroad.18  

While not necessarily classified as a combat film, MASH 
(1970) depicts a parody of a combat film and ultimately 
serves as an antiwar metaphor.  Yet, Altman’s film does not 
outwardly convey this antiwar sentiment, but utilizes the 
double meaning behind its amusing imitation of army life 
during the Korean War.  The stories of four army surgeons 
during their time in Korea quickly dissipates as the viewer 
becomes consumed with the humor and wit that Altman 

executes to ultimately comment on the current military 
situation abroad.  One way in particular the film demon-
strates the feeling of loss of control is through the musical 
soundtrack. Usually in contradiction with the seriousness 
of the actual scene, the background music of choice is 
many times cheerful and upbeat, almost carefree.  Again, 
such a dissonance could be reflective of the tension be-
tween supporters and protestors of the Vietnam War.  Yet, 
the overall tone of the film is rather light in comparison 
with the loaded topic of war, or antiwar.  In direct opposi-
tion to Altman’s comedic and light-hearted portrayal of the 
Vietnam War, Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979) emphasiz-
es the negative energy surrounding all sentiments about 
the war.  The film submerges the viewer, just like the main 
character in the story, into the tangled jungles of Vietnam.  
We learn that Marlon Brando’s character has gone AWOL, 
and the suggested reason for his insanity is the duration of 
time spent in the jungle. Karen Rasmussen and Sharon 

a uniVerSity Student Struggling With police at chicago anti-Vietnam War proteSt

Downey stress the importance of creating mystery in Apoc-
alypse Now through scenery and creative technique: “In 
other words, by layering one quality onto another and fad-
ing from image to image Coppola creates a war of mad-
ness with neither rules nor purpose”19  Immediately, Viet-
nam becomes a dangerous and transformative place in 
which one’s mind becomes a target as well as one’s body.  
Interestingly, the film portrays the Vietnam War with ut-
most seriousness, but at the same time purposefully dis-
plays inaccuracies about the war.  Sturken elaborates on 
the goal of the Vietnam War film during this decade and 
states by stating, “The films of the late 1970s subordinated 
codes of realism in order to depict the war metaphorically 
and find its larger meaning.”20  Thus, the focus on scenery, 
lighting, and character development reflects this desire to 
create a metaphorical film rather than a non-fictionalized 
narrative.  Yet, because of the anarchic manner of each of 

these Vietnam War films, their rebellious nature to defy 
genre and form is indicative of the sentiment placed into 
the production of the film.  In other words, “Without a co-
herent ideology to shore it up, the war film becomes di-
rectly incoherent.”21  These two films are mirrors of this 
“incoherence” because of the conflicting images of the 
American soldier in the Vietnam War.  This realization 
pushes the evolution of the combat film into unclear ter-
rain.  In other words, Americans are no longer considered 
victors of war, but rather are considered as reflections of 
both the wins and losses of battle.  Without a clear vision 
for the American soldier at war, the film’s approach to the 
war, and the public’s memory of the war evoke this incom-
prehensible sentiment on the screen. 

the 1980S: plAtooN (1986) and cASuAltieS 
of wAr (1989)
From confusion to extreme opposition, the Vietnam War 
films of the 1980s chose a more realistic and gruesome 

approach to depicting the war.  In fact, the films produced 
during this phase of the Vietnam War healing process in-
cluded darker themes related to violence and trauma.  
Sturken suggests that this shift in sentiment when por-
traying the war on film may have been related to the estab-
lishment of the Vietnam War Memorial: 

The most recent Vietnam films were in many ways a reaction 
against the inaccuracy of the earlier films.  Produced after the 
construction of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, the most re-
cent Vietnam films constitute part of the rewriting of the war’s 
narrative generated by the memorial and the accompanying 
process of healing and memory.  These films are also more self-
conscious about their role as historical works.22

In being more “self-conscious” about the historical depic-
tion of the war, the more contemporary Vietnam films in-

corporated raw and devious acts such as gruesome vio-
lence, sex, and drug binging into their narratives.  Bruce A. 
Williams’ article, “From Romance to Collateral Damage: 
Media Treatment of Civilians in Wartime and What it 
Means for How America Wages War,” confirms this new, 
rawer approach to depicting the Vietnam War on film 
when he states, “These films, for the first time, portrayed 
rape, prostitution, the killing of civilians, and other atroci-
ties being committed by American soldiers.”23  Critical 
analysis of the actual experience of the American soldier 
during his or her time in Vietnam during the war becomes 
a common occurrence.  Reasoning behind the shift in tone 
might help illustrate the importance of accuracy in these 
films, no matter how uncomfortable the subject matter. 
Jarring subject matter may appear as nothing more than 
“shock value” story buffers but in the Vietnam War film, 
these moments in the film’s narrative are indicative of a 
society’s desire to accept and welcome historical accuracy.  
For example, both Platoon (1986) and Casualties of War 
(1989) allude to rape, specifically the rape of a civilian fe-
male by American soldiers.  The need of the filmmakers to 

“Jarring subject matter may appear as nothing more 
than ‘shock value’ story buffers, but in the Vietnam War 
film, these moments in the film’s narrative are indicative 

of a society’s desire to accept and welcome historical 
accuracy.”
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depict such a disturbing and visually assaulting act of vio-
lence such as the rape of a young woman resonates with 
the notion of “senseless violence” that became a common 
sentiment among protestors of the war.  In an attempt to 
explain the rationale behind this type of violence in films, 
Polan writes:

A space of floating, of meaningless violence that can come 
from anywhere, but also of the effect of just waiting, of living 
with nonaction. One might want to imagine that this is the ex-
perience of war, but it is also an experience of cinema, a com-
ment on modern cinema’s narration, its rediscovery of what 
Gilles Deleuze famously termed the ‘time-image,’ a confirma-
tion of modern cinema’s ambitious and auspicious inability to 
find a clear way to recount war today.24 

Although controversial and uncomfortable for viewers to 
accept, violence against young women did happen during 
the war, and to exclude this social dimension would only 
mediate the past in film once again.  In the same manner 
that the soldiers in the film do not know how to compre-
hend the atrocities that surround their every sense, the 
same confusion and frustration is reflected in the film’s 
plotline.  The struggle to even include sexual violence 
alone demonstrates America’s own apprehension to their 
presence in Vietnam.  Once again, the hero of the film 
ought to be the American soldier, but to praise a soldier 
who commits such unspeakable acts of violence against 
innocent women as a “hero” becomes problematic.  In 
light of these more gruesome Vietnam themed movies, 
the glorified figure of the “war hero” becomes more com-
plicated and multi-dimensional then once assumed.  It is 
safe to say that the Vietnam War film has reached a level of 
accuracy, but at great cost to the iconic image of the Amer-
ican soldier as a hero and figure of respect. 

the 1990S: forreSt GuMp (1994)

After two decades of grappling with the dissonance clearly 
depicted in the previous films, the 1990s brought to the 
public a possible resolution with America’s role in the 
Vietnam War, beginning with Robert Zemeckis’ Forrest 
Gump (1994).  While only a small segment of the film, this 
chapter depicts the famous friendship between the pro-
tagonist and Benjamin Buford “Bubba” Blue that  blos-
soms during their time as soldiers in the Vietnam War. 
Brotherhood is a common theme and can usually be de-
tected in combat films no matter which war is depicted on 
screen; yet, the bond these two “brothers” share becomes 

significant when set in the jungles of Vietnam.  Two naive 
Vietnam soldiers may be perceived as insulting to the in-
telligence of the war’s actual soldiers, but their simplistic 
point of view enhances the purity of their love for one an-
other and heightens the trauma surrounding them on the 
battlefield. As stark contrasts to any of the previously men-
tioned adaptations of the Vietnam War or transformations 
of the American hero at war, these two characters can rep-
resent the public’s understanding of the war.  As outsiders 
looking in on a foreign world, the Americans at home at-
tempted to understand their purpose and cause of fighting 
in this prolonged war.  Just like Forrest, the public’s per-
ceived notion of America’s role in the Vietnam War was 
never officially stated, as they instead preferred a passive 
approach to understanding their place in the war.  Yet, the 
reason this film suggests a kind of reconciliation with the 
ambiguity that befell the Vietnam War is due to the honor-
able character of Forrest Gump, who transcends every 
marginality to embody every American.  Forrest survives 
the war and furthermore leaves Vietnam with little to no 
remorse about serving his country.  As a reciprocal for 
American sentiment toward the Vietnam War, his apathet-
ic feelings toward the war match the dissipated level of 
conflict that sedates our current American culture.  While 
we do not forget the war, Americans today do not feel the 
need to remember the war either.

ConCluSion
No one has seemingly felt the need to portray the Vietnam 
War in a film recently. The contemporary public seems to 
have reached a more comfortable place, or at least a better 
understanding of its role in the war.  Not only have we re-
written the idea of the “American Hero,” but we have also 
finally acknowledged the darker side of the Vietnam War.  
With 1980s film depictions of the Vietnam War, such as 
Platoon (1986) and Casualties of War (1989), directors took 
a critical stance against America’s role in the East, convey-
ing a grittier tone than the previous light heartedness of 
MASH (1970) or the sullenness of Apocalypse Now (1979).  
Yet during the evolution of the Vietnam War film, the 
memory of the war becomes rewritten again and again 
with each new film.  Sturken addresses this repetitious en-
deavor of Americans to relive the Vietnam War:

Indeed, memory often takes the form not of recollection but of 
cultural reenactment that serves important needs for catharsis 
and healing. In the films about the Vietnam War, in the actions 
of Vietnam veterans at the memorial . . . reenactment is crucial 
in providing a means to confront loss and transform it into 

healing. It is precisely the instability of memory that allows for 
renewal and redemption without letting the tension of the past 
in the present fade away.25

Reliving a culturally significant event in American history 
through “reenactment” can alleviate any negative senti-
ment that is associated with the memory of that event in 
the past.  Visiting the past becomes even more efficient 
when utilizing the medium of film to deliver the images of 
American history.  Yet, the healing process continues de-
spite a recent decrease in production of Vietnam War re-
lated films.  Perhaps the current social climate does not 
need these films as it once did during the era of the Viet-
nam War.  Indeed, as reflective as memories are of history, 
so too is the movie screen of culture and of that culture’s 
history. 
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Named after the third aNd fiNal wife of KiNg Charles iV of fraNCe, the Virgin of 

Jeanne d’eVreux is aN orNate, silVer-gilt statue of familiar iCoNography—the VirgiN 

aNd Child. this exquisite reliquary statue, ComiNg out of the late gothiC period, em-

bodies the deVotioNal ferVor of the medieVal world, the preCarious positioN of 

fraNCe duriNg the fourteeNth CeNtury, aNd the Very VisioN of its patroN, JeaNNe 

d’eVreux. Crafted amidst a Crisis of suCCessioN iN the freNCh moNarChy, the Virgin of 

Jeanne d’eVreux hiNts at a KiNgdom iN traNsitioN, while, at the same time, eVideNCiNg 

a piVotal traNsitioN iN artistiC style. iNdeed, behiNd the familiar iCoNography of the 

VirgiN aNd Child lies a fasCiNatiNg bit of history, of whiCh this reliquary statue it-

self may serVe as a reliC.

The Virgin of Jeanne d’eVreux
An Affectionate Mother in an Unaffectionate Era

briaN d. VariaN

“Indeed, the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux 
was commissioned and crafted during an 

exceptionally transitional period in French 
history; to a certain extent, the statue 

stylistically exemplifies this transition from 
the treasured prosperity of the thirteenth 

century to the impending controversy of the 
fourteenth century.”



In 1339, English forces under the leadership 
of King Edward III were arriving on the con-
tinent of Europe and were laying brutal siege 
to the Flemish city of Cambrai.1 Meanwhile, 
less than one hundred miles to the south, a 
Parisian silversmith was completing an elab-
orately adorned reliquary statue of the Virgin 
and Child, a statue known in modern times 
as the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux. Indeed, the 
Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux was commissioned 
and crafted during an exceptionally transi-
tional period in French history; to a certain 
extent, the statue stylistically exemplifies 
this transition from the treasured prosperity 
of the thirteenth century to the impending 
controversy of the fourteenth century. In ad-
dition to the style and its bearing upon the 
iconography, there are other aspects of the 
Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux worth discussing, 
including the patronage of the statue and its 
functionality as a reliquary. Thus, this paper 
begins by examining the patronage of the 
statue, particularly amid the turmoil sur-
rounding the onset of the Hundred Years 
War. Next, the essay discusses the style, ico-
nography, and medium of the Virgin of 
Jeanne d’Evreux, with regard to both the stat-
ue itself, as well as the statue within the con-
text of the Late Gothic Period. Finally, the 
essay concludes by analyzing the function of 
the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux as a reliquary, 
one which remarkably contains the relics of 
perhaps the most venerated saint in all of 
Christendom, Mary.

The Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux was named af-
ter the French queen who so generously fi-
nanced the reliquary statue.2 Jeanne d’Evreux 
was the third wife of King Charles IV of 
France (1322-1328), the last reigning mon-
arch of the direct Capetian line.3 While his-
tory regards the brief reign of Charles IV as 
insignificant, the death of Charles IV was of 
the utmost significance, commencing a quite 
unprecedented struggle over the succession of the French 
throne. Charles IV, the third son of King Philip IV (1268-
1314), inherited the throne upon the deaths of his two older 
brothers, Louis X (1314-1316) and Philip V (1316-1322), each 
of whom died without a male heir.4 Unfortunately, such 
was also the fate of Charles IV. The first wife of Charles IV, 

Blanche of Burgundy, gave birth to a son and a daughter 
who both died as infants.5 The second wife, Mary of Lux-
embourg, gave birth to a son and a daughter, with only the 
daughter surviving into adulthood.6 The third and final 
wife, Jeanne d’Evreux gave birth to three daughters.7 Thus, 
the direct Capetian line came to a tragic end with the death 
of Charles IV in 1328.

the Virgin of Jeanne d’eVreux

Nevertheless, there were male descendents of Philip IV in 
1328. King Charles of Navarre and King Edward III of Eng-
land were the sons of Jeanne (sister-in-law of Jeanne 
d’Evreux) and Isabella, respectively, and thus the grand-
sons of Philip IV, for Philip IV had several daughters, in-
cluding Jeanne and Isabella.8 It seemed almost natural for 
a grandson of Philip IV to succeed Charles IV. However, it 
was a longstanding tradition within the French monarchy 
that a woman could neither assume the throne nor trans-

mit the throne.9 Therefore, the throne passed to the cousin 
of Charles IV, Philip of Valois, known as Philip VI.10 The 
ascendance of Philip VI to the kingship of France was ar-
guably the start of the Hundred Years War.

Even after the coronation of Philip VI, Edward III of Eng-
land still harbored ambitions for the French throne, much 
more so than Charles of Navarre.11 It is important to note 
that the English already maintained a strong presence on 
the European continent. The vast Duchy of Guyenne in the 
southwestern part of France had been under English con-
trol for a long time.12 Nevertheless, the territorial control 
that England exerted over Guyenne paled in comparison to 
the economic control that England exerted over Flanders. 
In the early fourteenth century, Flanders was an exception-
ally wealthy country, largely because of the textile indus-
try.13 However, the textile industry was almost entirely de-
pendent upon wool imported from England.14 Hence, the 
economy of Flanders was controlled by the English. And 
though Flanders was distinct from the Kingdom of France, 
there were significant feudal ties between both states; 
French nobility were often simultaneously Flemish nobil-
ity.15 Certainly, economic and political influences were 
pulling Flanders in opposite directions. With the contro-
versy over the succession of the French throne so recent, 
Edward III decided to exploit the tenuous kingship of Phil-
ip VI and invade Flanders in 1337.16 But even before the 
forces of Edward III were able to arrive on the European 
continent and begin attacking Flemish cities, Philip VI 
was already laying siege to English fortresses in Guyenne.17 

The conflict escalated rapidly. Unbeknownst at the time, 
the Hundred Years War was already underway. It was dur-
ing this period of monarchical uncertainty and intensify-
ing warfare that the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux was pro-
duced.

In all likelihood, Jeanne d’Evreux commissioned the statue 
in 1324, prior to the death of Charles IV and prior to the 
onset of the Hundred Years War.18 The statue was not com-

pleted until 1339, according to a dated inscription on the 
base.19 Throughout the thirteenth century, guilds emerged 
as the predominant means of organization for the various 
industries that existed within the medieval world.20 In 
France, the guilds were differentiated based upon the ma-
terial that was used, rather than the object that was pro-
duced.21 For example, rosary-makers who used bone be-
longed to a separate guild from rosary-makers who used 
amber.22 A statue such as the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux, 
composed of multiple materials, was almost certainly the 
cumulative product of many different craftsmen belong-
ing to several different guilds. Therefore, the statue quite 
possibly represents more than fifteen years worth of crafts-
manship, given that different craftsmen could be working 
on its various components simultaneously. While the pri-
mary craftsman of the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux is un-
known, it is likely that this craftsman worked near the 
Grand Pont in Paris. In many instances, guilds gravitated 
toward geographic districts or quarters.23 Money changers 
and those who worked with precious metals were normally 
located on the Grand Pont.24 With such an abundance of 
silver, the statue was probably crafted, at least partially, in 
this location. Once the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux was finally 
completed, its namesake donated the statue to the royal 
abbey of Saint-Denis, in the hope of attaining spiritual 
merit.25 Jeanne d’Evreux never intended the statue for pri-
vate devotion, but for public.

As a public devotional image, the iconography of the Virgin 
of Jeanne d’Evreux is quite accessible—the Virgin and 
Child. The Virgin and Child comprise the main portion of 

“But more than anything else, the lack of a garment on 
the upper portion of Christ’s body exemplifies this tender 
relationship between the Virgin and the Child, a natural 

connection between a mother and her son.”
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the statue, which is silver-gilt.26 The Virgin holds Christ in 
her left hand and the fleur-de-lis, a traditional symbol of 
the French monarchy, in her right hand. Functionally, the 
fleur-de-lis serves as a reliquary. The base of the statue is a 
combination of silver and enamel.27 Surrounding the base, 
there are fourteen enamel panels elaborately depicting 
scenes from the life of Christ, including the Nativity, the 
Annunciation to the Shepherds, the Adoration of the Magi, 

the Flight into Egypt, the Presentation in the Temple, the 
Massacre of the Innocents, the Descent from the Cross, 
and the Resurrection.28 And appropriate for a statue of the 
Virgin and Child, the Annunciation and the Visitation are 
also depicted in the enamel panels.29 Additionally, the base 
contains twenty-two, miniature relief statues which sepa-
rate the enamel panels. Altogether, the entire statue is sup-
ported by four lions, one at each corner of the base. 

The style of the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux brilliantly enrich-
es the rather conventional iconography of the statue. The 
Virgin stands with a certain sway in her body, a distin-
guishing characteristic of Late Gothic sculpture. By the 
conclusion of the thirteenth century, the austere, en-
throned Virgin was replaced by the more affectionate, 
standing Virgin.30 And by 1324, the affectionate Virgin was 
widespread throughout French sculpture, both stone and 
metal. The beginnings of this trend are visible as early as 
the middle thirteenth century with the fluid and graceful 
movements of the Virgin at Reims.31 The trend continued 

and culminated in the early fourteenth century with stat-
ues such as the Virgin of Paris, which was originally created 
for the Cathedral of Notre Dame in approximately 1320.32 
The Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux and the Virgin of Paris are 
strikingly similar. In addition to being crafted within the 
same decade, both statues exhibit a swaying Virgin, as well 
as Christ reaching his right hand toward his tender moth-
er.33 Nonetheless, the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux exhibits fur-
ther stylistic developments that even the Virgin of Paris 
does not. The Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux no longer wears a 
crown like the Virgin of Paris did.34 Christ now reaches for 
the face of the Virgin, rather than simply her garment.35 All 
these elements reinforce the movement toward a more af-
fectionate, humanlike rendering of the Virgin and Child. 
But more than anything else, the lack of a garment on the 
upper portion of Christ’s body exemplifies this tender rela-
tionship between the Virgin and the Child, a natural con-
nection between a mother and her son. The progression 
throughout the centuries is telling: in the twelfth century, 
Christ wore a long tunic; in the thirteenth century, Christ 
wore the robe of an infant; in the fourteenth century, 
Christ was only covered by the fold in the garment of his 
mother.36 In the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux, the upper por-
tion of Christ’s body is nude, allowing for a much more 
natural representation of Christ. Arguably, this sort of rep-
resentation foreshadows the gradual conclusion of the 
Gothic Period and the beginning of the Renaissance.

While the Late Gothic style clearly influenced the Virgin of 
Jeanne d’Evreux, the unique circumstances surrounding 
this particular statue likely influenced it as well. Still, any 
influences of this latter type are mostly speculative. Even 
so, they are worth mentioning. When the statue was com-
missioned in 1324, Jeanne d’Evreux was a rather young 
woman, soon to give birth to three daughters in the years 
1326, 1327, and 1328. It is possible that the statue embodies 
the affectionate, maternal instincts that Jeanne d’Evreux 
was about to experience. Perhaps the anticipation of these 
maternal instincts influenced the commission. And 
though the tender and natural relationship present in the 
Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux can easily be attributed to trends 
in the Late Gothic style, the fact that the Virgin of Jeanne 
d’Evreux departed so significantly from the Virgin of Paris, 
created just four years earlier, gives credence to the theory 
that there was another, more specific influence involved. 
That influence was probably Jeanne d’Evreux. It may also 
be significant that the Virgin holds a large fleur-de-lis in 
her right arm. As previously mentioned, the fleur-de-lis 
was a traditional symbol of the French monarchy. As each 
son of Philip IV died without a male heir, the dilemma 

“During a time of 
monarchical uncertainty, 

and uncertainty more 
generally, the fleur-de-

lis likely served as a 
hopeful sign of unending 
prosperity—a hope that 

all but disappeared in the 
following century.”

over the succession of the French throne intensified. Un-
der these increasingly desperate circumstances, the fleur-
de-lis especially symbolized the continuation of the French 
monarchy. And though the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux is as-
suredly not the first instance of the fleur-de-lis appearing 
in religious artwork, it is definitely a noteworthy instance. 
During a time of monarchical uncertainty, and uncertainty 
more generally, the fleur-de-lis likely served as a hopeful 
sign of unending pros-
perity—a hope that all 
but disappeared in the 
following century.

In addition to the sym-
bolism associated with 
the fluer-de-lis, the 
fleur-de-lis serves a def-
inite purpose in the Vir-
gin of Jeanne d’Evreux. 
The fleur-de-lis is a reli-
quary, the Virgin of 
Jeanne d’Evreux a reli-
quary statue.37 The 
fleur-de-lis purportedly 
contains hairs from the 
head of the Virgin 
Mary.38 During the me-
dieval period, the relics 
of saints and the Virgin 
Mary were venerated 
because it was believed 
that God was most ac-
cessible through these 
mortal remains.39 In 
some sense, the venera-
tion of relics brought 
stability to a very tu-
multuous period char-
acterized by war, dis-
ease, and famine. 
Surely, it was comfort-
ing to know that God maintained a physical presence in 
the world, particularly in the form of relics. Peasants and 
royalty alike attributed prosperity and even miracles to the 
veneration of relics. King Charles IV of France was no ex-
ception, amassing a tremendous collection of relics; the 
collection of Charles IV was almost certainly the source of 
the hairs contained in the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux.40 In 
the Middle Ages, French monarchs housed the most sa-
cred relics in the royal abbey of Saint-Denis, where the Vir-

gin of Jeanne d’Evreux was on display for public venera-
tion.41 The Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux represents a particular 
type of reliquary statue that developed primarily during 
the Late Middle Ages, the ostensorium.42 In an ostensori-
um, the relic is visible through a glass or crystal window. 
Before the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, relics were nor-
mally encapsulated by the reliquary and thus hidden from 
sight.43 After the Council, there was an emphasis in the 

Church upon seeing 
the relic, which 
prompted the wide-
spread growth of the 
ostensorium.44 The Vir-
gin of Jeanne d’Evreux is 
an exquisite and inno-
vative example of an 
ostensorium, with the 
relics of the Virgin 
Mary visible inside the 
fleur-de-lis. Also preva-
lent during the Late 
Middle Ages was a 
heightened devotion to 
the Virgin Mary and an 
increased veneration of 
her relics.45 Just as the 
Fourth Lateran Council 
emphasized seeing the 
relic, the Council also 
emphasized seeing 
Christ. The Virgin 
Mary was obviously 
considered the saint 
most capable of reveal-
ing Christ.46 Hence, de-
votion to the Virgin 
Mary grew immeasur-
ably. 

The Virgin of Jeanne 
d’Evreux is a resplen-

dent reliquary statue of the Virgin and Child, epitomizing 
the style of the Late Gothic Period, but created during a 
period of crisis in the French monarchy. It contains ex-
tremely precious materials—silver and enamel—crafted 
by individuals skilled in the work of those particular mate-
rials. Such a beautiful statue as the Virgin of Jeanne d’Evreux 
was considered an appropriate reliquary for the relics of 
the Virgin Mary, the most venerated saint in all of Chris-
tendom. Nevertheless, the Virgin is not depicted as a tri-

detail  from the base of the VirgiN of JeaNNe d’eVreux
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umphal queen, but as a tender and affectionate mother 
embracing her child, Christ.
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Currently, the needs of the organ donation Community are not being met.  the sole 

use of brain-dead donors is limiting the amount of possible viable organs that 

Could be donated eaCh year.  for this reason, a handful of hospitals have implement-

ed protoCols to introduCe non-heart beating Cadaver donors into the pool, and 

many more are investigating this as an option.  nhbCds are individuals who have ex-

perienCed the Cessation of Cardio-respiratory funCtion but are not brain-dead and 

so Could be resusCitated if life support were removed—in this way they do not yet 

fulfill either of the two Criteria for death. it would not be until the surrogate Con-

sents to donation that life support would be removed and irreversible death Could 

be deClared two to five minutes after Cessation of heart funCtion.  the ama’s CounCil 

on ethiCal and JudiCial affairs estimates that the inClusion of this group Could ex-

pand the donor pool by 20-25%.  nhbCds has been CritiCized for testing the boundar-

ies of irreversible death, and this artiCle addresses suCh ConCerns in order to show 

that the protoCol is both ethiCal and inCreasingly neCessary.

a viable option
Organ Procurement in the Face of a National Shortage

zaChary t. martin“Transplant statistics indicate a growing 
disparity between supply and demand in the 

transplant community.  During this national 
shortage, any ethically indicated source of 

organs should be considered a viable source of 
organs.” 



introduction to the issue
The number of organs needed each year greatly exceeds 
the number available for transplant.  Over 110,000 Ameri-
cans were waiting for organs as of January 1, 2011, yet the 
28,664 organ transplants that occurred in 2010, came 
from just 14,506 donors.1  Some of this disparity stems 
from the strict eligibility criteria set forth by the Organ 
Procurement and Transplantation Network (OPTN). The 
Protocol establishes criteria for age, living donors, as well 
as medical criteria regarding, for instance, hypertension, 
intracerebral hemorrhage, and impaired renal function.2,3  
Despite programs such as the Expanded Criteria Donors 
(ECDs) which loosen OPTN criteria, the few additional or-
gans supplied are of no benefit to the young and otherwise 
healthy transplant patients.3

Many hospitals, medical personnel, and transplant centers 
recognize the need for an increased supply of organs to 
address this demand.  An increase in the donor pool could 
be achieved by opening up an entirely new category of do-
nors: non-heart beating cadaver donors (NHBCDs).4  In 
order to dispel misperception, it is important to distin-
guish between heart beating and non-heart beating cadav-
ers.  A heart beating cadaver is currently the most com-
mon type of organ donor: a brain-dead individual existing 
with the aid of life-support.  A non-heart beating cadaver is 
an individual who has experienced the cessation of cardio-
respiratory function but is not brain-dead and so could be 
resuscitated if life support were removed.5  The AMA’s 
Council on Ethical and Judicial Affairs (CEJA) estimates 
that full utilization of NHBCDs may increase the organ 
pool significantly by 20-25%, and evidence from the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh Medical Center suggests that these 
organs function close to or as well as those from heart 
beating cadaver donors.6,7 However, NHBCD protocol 
tests the boundaries of death, or, more specifically, irre-
versible death.  For this reason, many biomedical ethicists 
and hospital administrators may be wary of policy changes 
with regards to donation in what is an otherwise uncontro-
versial branch of medical practice.

This article will provide a brief history of organ procure-
ment in America, explaining the evolving need to explore 
other avenues of organ donation.  In addition, it will out-
line, define, and provide current protocol for the most im-
portant method of donations from NHBCDs: controlled 
donation after cardiac death (DCD).  Afterwards, it will 
discuss the specific ethical issues of DCD in NHBCDs.  Fi-
nally, it will offer suggestions for future public policy sup-

porting the use of NHBCDs and provide a conclusion of 
the topic.

relevant definitions
Brain Death: (As provided by CEJA) “Brain death occurs 
when a person is declared dead according to neurological 
criteria (i.e., the irreversible cessation of the functions of 
the entire brain, including the brain stem).  Though the 
person has died, cardiopulmonary function may be main-
tained through artificial means.”8

Cardiac Death: (As provided by CEJA) “Cardiac death oc-
curs when a person is declared dead according to cardio-
pulmonary criteria (i.e., the irreversible cessation of circu-
latory and respiratory functions).”9

Dead Donor Rule:  An unwritten standard used to guide 
organ procurement in the United States.  The rule states, 
first, that patients must not be killed by organ retrieval, which 
includes killing patients in order to retrieve their organs.  
And second, that organs must not be taken from patients until 
they die, with exceptions made for living donors and partial 
transplants between relatives as a reasonable exception.10

historical background
The first cadaveric organ donation was performed by Dr. 
Joseph Murray in 1962, just eight years after he performed 
the first live donation between identical twins.11  This first 
NHBCD set a precedent for the newfound transplant com-
munity as it operated under the traditional and only defini-
tion for death: the cessation of heart and lung function.  
The success rate of transplantation, however, was very low.  
Since organs were only taken from those whose hearts had 
stopped beating, all procured organs were of poor quality 
due to warm ischemic time—the time during which the 
organs themselves begin to die due to the lack of oxygen-
ated blood.12,13 As a result, transplantation teams needed a 
way to retrieve oxygenated organs from dead donors either 
more quickly or efficiently than they had previously ac-
complished.

The mid-to-late 1960s brought about the definition of 
“breath death” and the push for it to be a criterion to define 
death.  Doctors quickly developed the ability to sustain 
heart and lung function of neurologically devastated pa-
tients through mechanical ventilation despite ongoing cell 
death in the brain tissue.14  At this time transplant teams 
realized the amazing implications for organ donation that 

neurologically devastated patients presented.  If surgeons 
could procure organs from heart-beating cadavers, warm 
ischemic damage would be essentially eliminated, vastly 
increasing the quality and viability of organs available to 
the transplant community and increasing the recovery and 
survival rates of transplant patients.  However, medical 
personnel feared criminal and civil implications of homi-
cide absent a legal redefinition of death.15

Much to the relief of the transplant community, the Ad 
Hoc Committee of the Harvard Medical School proposed 
that irreversible coma be a new criterion for the determi-
nation of death in a 1968 JAMA article:

Our primary purpose is to define irreversible coma as a new 

criterion for death. There are two reasons why there is need for 
a definition: (1) Improvements in resuscitative and supportive 

measures have led to increased efforts to save those who are 

desperately injured. Sometimes these efforts have only partial 

success so that the result is an individual whose heart contin-
ues to beat but whose brain is irreversibly damaged. The bur-
den is great on patients who suffer permanent loss of intellect, 

on their families, on the hospitals, and on those in need of hos-
pital beds already occupied by these comatose patients. (2) Ob-
solete criteria for the definition of death can lead to controversy 

in obtaining organs for transplantation.16

The mission of the Committee was clear: to decrease the 
strain on the family of a neurologically devastated patient 
by withdrawing the necessity of continual life support as 
well as to enable an entirely new category of organ donor 
with which the success of the transplant community would 
no doubt improve.17  After the Committee’s publication, 
states began to adopt the new criterion for death.  Despite 
the adoption of the new definition by 24 states, other states 
failed to enact the new brain death legislation.  In order to 
precipitate a unanimous adoption, Congress assembled an 
interdisciplinary body under the sponsorship of the Presi-
dent’s Commission for the Study of Ethical Problems in 
Medicine and Biomedical and Behavioral Research.  This 
body, after exploring the issue, ultimately recommended 
the adoption of the Uniform Determination of Death Act 
(UDDA) in 1981.18  The act states that:

An individual who has sustained either (1) irreversible cessa-
tion of circulatory and respiratory functions, or (2) irreversible 
cessation of all functions of the entire brain, including the 
brain stem, is dead. A determination of death must be made in 
accordance with accepted medical standards.19

The Commission’s recommendation was met with wide-
spread approval, and its implications were monumental.  
After almost every state adopted the UDDA, or some form 
of it, the cries for more suitable organs were answered.  As 
Dr. Maxine M. Harrington, Professor of Law at Texas Wes-
leyan University School of Law, explains, “Legal recogni-
tion of breath death led to the almost universal abandon-
ment of organ procurement from persons suffering a 
traditional death following cardiac arrest.”20  After 1981,  
the vast majority transplants involved obtaining viable or-
gans from brain-dead, heart beating cadavers. This mas-
sively increased the quality of available organs by dimin-
ishing the harmful effects of warm ischemic damage.

in order to artiCulate their wishes regarding 
organ donation, patients need to Complete a 

large amount of paperwork.
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With time, the medical community saw the improvement 
of organ preservation with immunosuppressant drugs, 
like cyclosporine, as well as improved cooling techniques.  
However, even though the number of viable organs per 
year grew, so, too, did the number of those in need of 
them.  As the survival rate and quality of life of post-trans-
plant patients increased, doctors began to prescribe trans-
plantation to those with organ failure regularly.  Simply 
put, the supply could no longer meet the demand.  In 1997 
there were 9,539 donors for 55,501 patients needing trans-
plants.  By 2006 these numbers increased (disproportion-

ately) to 14,756 donors for 98,263 patients needing trans-
plants.  The problem since has not gotten any better, as the 
discouraging figure noted in the introduction indicates.21

Despite efforts to use older donors and those with underly-
ing diseases, as in the Expanded Criteria Donors (ECDs) 
program, the medical community began to turn its atten-
tion back toward medicine’s original source of organs: 
non-heart beating cadavers.  Since this reexamination did 
not occur until the late twentieth century, the medical com-
munity was confident in its ability to surmount the former 
problems associated with warm ischemic damage in order 
to preserve viable organs.22  From this refocused attention, 
a method for NHBCD donation was fashioned—con-
trolled donation after cardiac death (DCD).  It is here, in 
the history of organ donation, that the medical community 
finds itself struggling ethically today.

controlled donation after cardiac 
death
In DCD practice, a patient or his/her surrogate consents to 
organ donation while he/she is sustained on life-support.  
This allows ample time to assemble a transplant team and 

identify an acceptable donee.  The patient is brought down 
to the operating room (OR) before being disconnected 
from life support.  Depending on the institution/policy, 
surgeons will wait until cardiac death is declared (any-
where from two to five minutes after the cessation of car-
diorespiratory function23) and then quickly remove the or-
gans from the donor’s body in order to avoid warm 
ischemia.  As mentioned above, prior to 1968, DCD was 
the standard protocol for organ donation, but cooling and 
preservation techniques were significantly less advanced 
than they currently are.  In 1997 the Department of Health 

and Human Services (DHHS) submitted a request to the 
Institute of Medicine (IOM) calling for them to examine 
the practice of DCD.  After subsequent IOM reports, in 
2000 it issued a report of DCD recommendations and 
concerns, including lack of protocol, physician resistance, 
organ quality, determination of death, and financial re-
sources, among others.24  This, however, revived the plau-
sibility of DCD, should an institution react to the IOM’s 
report.  One establishment that implemented a working, 
lasting, and necessarily controversial protocol was the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh Medical Center in May of 1992 with 
what would be known as “The Pittsburgh Protocol.”25

the pittsburgh protocol
The University of Pittsburgh Medical Center (UPMC) 
carefully constructed an extensive protocol under which it 
believes “it is medically appropriate to consider organ pro-
curement from nonheartbeating donors.”26 The principles 
of the protocol are as follows. First, decisions regarding 
treatment and management of the patient shall be con-
ducted separately from any dialogue about organ donation.  
This topic should only be breached after the patient/sur-
rogate requests removal of life support unless the patient/

“If surgeons could procure organs from heart-beating 
cadavers, warm ischemic damage would be essentially 
eliminated, vastly increasing the quality and viability 
of organs available to the transplant community and 

increasing the recovery and survival rates of transplant 
patients.”

surrogate addresses the matter unprompted.  Second, care 
of the patient should remain the attending physician’s ulti-
mate end.  In other words, life support should only be re-
moved in order to provide the patient with palliative care, 
not to secure the institution’s interest in organs.  Third, 
only those for whom it is certain that cardiac death will oc-
cur within a few hours of the cessation of life support will 
be considered as candidates for organ donation.  Fourth, 
medication may only be used to alleviate pain and guaran-
tee patient comfort, not to hasten death.  Similarly, any 
intervention meant to curtail the life of the patient is pro-
scribed.  Finally, should a health care professional find this 
method of organ procurement against his/her personal, 
ethical, or religious beliefs, he/she is by no means required 
to participate.27

The published procedure of the Pittsburgh Protocol is 
more extensive than the listed principles.  However, the 
most important articles are as follows.  First, all processes 
associated with organ retrieval may only commence if the 
patient/surrogate agrees to donor status.  If a patient is not 
competent and no surrogate is present, by no means may 
he/she be considered for organ donation.  Second, an In-
tensive Care Unit (ICU) physician and ICU nurse must 
oversee the withdrawal of life support in the OR, prefera-
bly without the OR staff present to avoid any conflict of 
interest.  Additionally, those ICU staff present in the OR 
must have nothing to do with either the procurement of 
organs or the treatment of those patients receiving said or-
gans.  Third, the OR staff must have no hand in the wean-
ing of the patient from the ventilator, and may only con-
duct surgical preparations for the sake of timeliness after 
the patient becomes unconscious.  Fourth, organs can, by 
no means, be procured prior to the ICU Physician’s decla-
ration of death.  Finally, the ICU physician may only de-
clare cardiac death, with use of an electrocardiagram 
(EKG) lead placement, no earlier than two minutes after 
ventricular fibrillation, electrical asystole, or electrome-
chanical dissociation.28  At this point the OR staff may step 
in and procure the donor’s organs, which must avoid 
enough ischemic damage in order to be donated, but never 
at the cost of the patient’s palliative care while dying.

dcd and nhbcd ethical considerations
The Pittsburgh Protocol is essentially the poster child of 
DCD protocols.  Much has been written and many have 
questioned the protocol at UPMC.  Here the article will 
address ethical concerns specific to DCD as well as general 
concerns with NHBCDs as a whole.

Declaration and Definition of Death

The determination of when a patient is ‘dead’ is perhaps 
the most controversial aspect of DCD protocol.  The Dead 
Donor Rule prevents the cause of death in patients to be 
organ removal. However it does not provide the specific 
criteria necessary to declare someone dead.29  Under the 
UDDA, circulatory and respiratory functions must have 
ceased irreversibly in order for death to be declared.  Seem-
ingly, this causes a problem with DCD protocol.  For in-
stance, it is entirely possible to resuscitate someone who 
has undergone only two minutes of cardiac arrest, as is the 
case in the Pittsburgh Protocol.  In order to declare a med-
ically irreversible death, doctors would have to wait long 
enough after cardiac death to declare brain-death as well, 
at which point warm ischemic damage would render the 
donor’s organs unusable.  So if one cannot determine the 
appropriate time of a patient’s death or argue that it is ir-
reversible, how can DCD be a good source of viable or-
gans?  

There are two solutions to this problem, and they deal with 
similar issues.  Patients in DCD programs have agreed to 
DNR orders as part of the DCD process.  It would make no 
sense to withdraw a patient from life support and then re-
suscitate simply because the hospital has the required 
technology to do so.  The decision to withdraw life support 
is itself a DNR.  Consider a patient without donor status 
after withdrawal of life support.  Should the patient have 
died in the ICU, no doctor would hesitate to declare death, 
despite the reversibility of the condition, after two min-
utes.30  It is the mere fact that the medical community has 
something to gain from a DCD patient’s death that causes 
some to question the legitimacy of death after two minutes 
of cardiac arrest in an OR.  The CEJA agrees that “the pa-
tient’s request to be freed from life support and permitted 
to die indicates that resuscitation would be contrary to the 
patient’s expressed wishes.  The council shares the view 
that the patient’s loss of cardiopulmonary function may 
legitimately be viewed as irreversible because resuscitation 
is ethically precluded.”31

Similarly, it has been deemed unnecessary to nitpick about 
the period of time between cessation of heart and lung 
function and declaration of death, so long as it is beyond 
two minutes.  Irreversible brain damage will not occur un-
til 10-15 minutes after cessation of cardiac function.32  
When dealing with the viability of organs, every additional 
minute spent has a substantial effect.  One will find in 
DCD protocols and written guidelines across the country 
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that the period of time between cardiac arrest and ‘death’ 
ranges normally from two to five minutes, any time be-
yond which would seriously compromise the viability of 
organs.  However, the less time surgeons wait to procure a 
donor’s organs, the more scrutiny they undergo.  In re-
sponse, The American College of Critical Care Medicine 
and the Society of Critical Care Medicine declared that a 
period of two minutes and a period of five minutes are 
physiologically and ethically identical.33 Furthermore, they 
deemed any period of time between two and five minutes 
to be acceptable for the declaration of death and the com-
mencement of organ procurement.  This is because no 
adult has ever auto-resuscitated (Lazarus Syndrome) after 

a period of two minutes.34  Despite criticism, it has been 
well established, and many accept, that the condition of 
patients agreeing to DCD, and more importantly the with-
drawal of life support, is irreversible.  Waiting longer than 
that two to five minute window would be disrespectful to 
the wishes of the donor, the program, and toward the po-
tential donees.

Death on Operating Table

One may assume that any patient would prefer to die in an 
aesthetically pleasing environment surrounded by family; 
however, this is not always the case.  The concern here is 

for those few who will remain conscious in 
the OR upon the removal of life support.  
This assumption, however, disregards the 
personal preferences of each patient.  For 
instance, many patients may find that being 
surrounded by family while dying makes 
them uncomfortable—that they would rath-
er have their family’s last memory be one of 
life and not death.  Additionally, being sur-
rounded by highly trained professionals in 
an OR with specific technology for treating 
discomfort may alleviate the fear of dying 
for some.35  John A. Robertson argues in his 
review of the policy issues in the Pittsburgh 
Protocol, “It is not clear at all that these con-
cerns differ materially in substance from 
concerns that already attend retrieving or-
gans from heart-beating donors.”36  He ex-
plains that DCD patients and brain-dead 
donors will both ‘die’ in ORs, absent of fam-
ily, surrounded by medical staff and high-
tech equipment.  Perhaps the consideration 
of dying on an operating table really is not 
an ethical consideration at all, but rather a 
decision with regard to personal or surro-
gate preference.  Recall too that, in order to 
participate in a DCD program, doctors are 
required to disclose all details of the proce-
dure to the patient/surrogate upon agree-
ment to follow through.  This includes the 
manner and location of dying.37  And as per 
Pittsburgh Protocol Policy and IOM recom-
mendations, should a patient decide against 
donation at any point, even after consent-
ing, he/she may withdraw without fear of 
prejudice or resistance.38

digital representation of the CirCulatory system

Surrogate Consent

One might argue that surrogate consent is a critical con-
cern regarding the withdrawal of life support in favor of 
organ donation.  The topic of organ donation may color a 
surrogate’s decisions about the withdrawal of life support.  
For this reason, some might argue that the decision to do-
nate organs should come, early on, from the patient and 
the patient alone.  However, the power of surrogates has 
already been established in the American medical commu-
nity and without surrogates the wishes of many incompe-
tent patients would go unconsidered.  In fact, the harm 
involved in removing surrogate power with regards to or-
gan donation may be greater than sustaining the role of a 
surrogate.  Although the power of the surrogate may un-
fortunately cause physicians to stay important conversa-
tions until after a patient is incompetent (due to the dis-
comfort of discussing DNR orders or organ donation with 
the patient), this problem is not unique to the withdrawal 
of life support and organ donation.39  The removal of spe-
cific powers of the surrogate is a slippery slope that could 
result in disregard for the wishes of many incompetents.

conflicts of interest 
Healthcare Motives

There are two significant conflicts of interest that health-
care providers may face when dealing with a potential 
DCD patient.  The first is an institution or organ bank’s 
motives in desiring to expand the donor pool by imple-
menting NHBCD protocol with specific emphasis on the 
public’s perception of such motives.  Second is the attend-
ing ICU physician’s conflict between ‘doing no harm’ and 
promoting the viability of potential organs once DCD sta-
tus has been established.

A series of different public policy changes have been sug-
gested over the last few decades in an attempt to shrink the 
number disparity between available organs and patients 
needing a transplant.  Among them have been presumed 
consent, living donors, and procurement from condemned 
prisoners, animals, and anencephalic infants.  Those pro-
moting these sorts of changes would support the use of 
NHBCDs in favor of shrinking the gap, since a lot of these 
suggestions carry more controversy than NHBCDs do.  
Those opposed, however, may see the push for and use of 
NHBCD protocol differently.  

First, a greater availability of organs is necessary in order 
for the field of transplantation to grow.  The promising 
growth of this branch of medicine will cease without ad-
ditional organs.40  While the protestor might find this out-
come acceptable, a large extent of industry and job creation 
will be negatively impacted, which is a precursor to the 
most complicated of all motivating factors in medicine—
money.  

Up to this point, little has been said in this article regard-
ing money because it seems improper to utilize financial 
arguments in an article of purely ethical consideration. 
However, the protestor will not ignore the fact that the 
transplant industry is a burgeoning money-maker with 
widespread interest.  For instance, of the average $259,000 
it takes to transplant a kidney: $17,200 is spent on immu-
nosuppressant drugs, $67,500 on procurement of the or-
gan, and $92,700 and $17,500 on hospital admission and 
physician fees respectively.41  Clearly immunosuppressant 
drug manufacturers and hospital administrators have a lot 
to gain from the enlargement of the donor pool.  New im-
munosuppressant drugs are constantly being manufac-
tured in order to promote the success of transplantation 
post-operatively.  Similarly, hospitals with transplant units 
have a lot of publicity to gain as well as money to earn 
should they be able to have their beds filled continuously.42  

This thought, however, is representative of a view contrary 
to that of this article and its author.  To deny the install-
ment of NHBCD protocol due to the distrust of motives is 
itself morally depraved.  Arthur L. Caplan in his article in 
the Kennedy Institute of Ethics Journal states: 

It seems impolite, if not downright paranoid, to wonder about 
the motives of those who argue for a shift in professional prac-

“Perhaps the consideration 
of dying on an operating 

table really is not an 
ethical consideration at 

all, but rather a decision 
with regard to personal or 

surrogate preference.”  
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tice or public policy in the procurement of organs when lives 
are being lost every day for want of organs.43  

Since it would be difficult to prove ill intent, it seems nec-
essary to provide institutions, transplant centers, and hos-
pital administrators with the benefit of the doubt.

Care of the Dying

The second conflict of interest addresses the medical 
team’s split interest between the care of the donor and the 
viability of his/her organs.  This conflict may adversely af-
fect the life and/or care of the DCD patient.  When there is 
reason to think that donation is a possibility, doctors and 
surgeons may find it harder to manage a patient as some-
one in the end stages of life and instead treat him/her as a 
potential donor capable of saving lives. For example, an 
ICU physician dealing with a patient who has already 
agreed to DCD status may provide the patient with heparin 
to prevent clots or vasodilators to promote organ viability 
contrary to the medically indicated care of the patient who 
deserves, first and foremost, palliative care.44  Even exclud-
ing complete malpractice, negligence, and corruption, 
these are very real concerns, each of which depends solely 
upon the resolve of the surgeon, physician, nurse, or tech-
nician attending a potential NHBCD patient.  Additionally, 
the suggestion or even mention of organ donation may 
color a patient/surrogate’s views one way or the other, and 
would be considered unethical, despite the potential to ob-
tain otherwise unobtainable organs.

There is, however, hope for this dilemma as well.  Each 
protocol comes with a system of principles and proce-
dures.  This article has already outlined the procedures of 
the Pittsburgh Protocol extensively.  It is evident that the 
UPMC has sought to eliminate this specific conflict of in-
terest.  First, and perhaps most importantly, physicians in 
charge of potential NHBCD candidates must never have 
anything to do with either the transplant team or the pa-
tients receiving transplants.  Additionally, in the ICU all 
palliative care decisions can be easily met with a series of 
check and balances, in which a panel of physicians outside 
the institution reviews decisions for care in end-stage NH-
BCDs.  As in the Pittsburgh Protocol, a “review process 
assumes a secondary role, meant to police the effective-
ness of the requirements for separation of the medical per-
sonnel’s duties.”45  Should there be an ethical breech in 
any decision (like the administering of heparin or vasodila-
tors, unless medically indicated) then a board of ethics 
may handle the potential intervention and termination of 
NHBCD status on behalf of the patient.46  Moreover, one 

will most likely never see the case where a physician is able 
to end life support by his own decision to protect the viabil-
ity of a patient’s organs.  The decision to remove life sup-
port and the subsequent proceedings lie with the patient/
surrogate.  In fact, as mentioned previously, the doctor 
may only offer organ donation as an option once the deci-
sion to remove life support has been made.47-49

Institutions are constantly implementing safeguards 
against conflicts of interest since no protocol is standard-
ized.  This major consideration, coupled with the public’s 
general respect and trust in the American medical com-
munity, should alleviate these concerns and promote im-
plementation of NHBCD protocol.

recommendations for public policy
There are two major concerns regarding the best way to 
move forward.  First, it must be understood that the topic 
of death and dying is an extremely sensitive one in the 
public arena.  The CEJA notes, “Policy changes that, how-
ever unfairly, encourage public perception of organ pro-
curement as ghoulish or disrespectful of decedents or 
their families should be avoided.”50  It is often not enough 
for administrators and public officials to attempt to explain 
their motives and reasoning behind decisions.  The ‘re-
definition’ of death and procurement of organs from the 
dead will likely be perceived as corrupt and immoral if 
such decisions are made behind closed doors.  Second, 
and similarly, the success of the transplant community re-
lies entirely on civic participation.51  Should rapidly chang-
ing public policy without public input chase off potential 
donors, the civically uninvolved implementation of NH-
BCD protocol may serve to decrease the donor pool.

Considering the continuation and enforcement of the 
guidelines of the OPTN and IOM, recommendations of 
the CEJA, and methodic policies such as the Pittsburgh 
Protocol, this paper offers two additional recommenda-
tions for changes to public policy:

“To deny the installment 
of NHBCD protocol due 

to the distrust of motives is 
itself morally depraved.”

First, there should be open discussion and debate of policy 
and protocol in a public arena.  The subject of death and 
dying is not one specific to the medical profession.  In fact, 
the medical profession is one dedicated to life and living.  
Death is an extremely personal topic, dealt with primarily 
among family and close friends.  If policy change is forced 
abruptly upon the shoulders of the public, many will feel 
as if their loved ones or they themselves are subject to ex-
ploitation, abuse, or premature death inside hospital 
walls.52  Medical professionals should not feel entitled to 
make decisions regarding NHBCDs without accepting 
public input.  The public discussion of NHBCD protocol 
will allow for such input, awareness, and approval.  Addi-
tionally, community members will give preceding consid-
eration to the thought of organ donation prior to trips to 
the ER or ICU.  The complete transparency of NHBCD 
protocol “will assure the public that organ donation is an 
altruistic act and that its practice is highly regulated and 
scrutinized.”53  Familiarizing the community with stan-
dard NHBCD protocol may also serve to make the subject 
less taboo both in the home and at the bedside.54

Second, the successful implementation of NHBCD proto-
col around the country may rely on the slow implementa-
tion of policy.  A ‘policy creep’ has been widely recom-
mended and would allow the community to get used to the 
idea of donation after cardiac death.55,56  Although difficult, 
starting with stricter criteria for NHBCDs in order to prove 
to the community that NHBCDs are a significant source of 
organs would allow for protocol to strip certain restricting 
criteria over time.  To what extent and how slowly this pol-
icy creep should take place depends entirely on the recep-
tivity of the community.  A community fully in favor of 
NHBCD protocol should see it implemented in full, while 
resistant communities should be introduced to the idea, 
slowly, one policy change at a time.  The details of such a 
creep would, most certainly, be left to the institution at-
tempting to implement NHBCD protocol in order to avoid 
the misapplication of some irrelevant standard guidelines.

conclusion
Transplant statistics indicate a growing disparity between 
supply and demand in the transplant community.  During 
this national shortage, any ethically indicated source of or-
gans should be considered a viable source of organs.  With-
out unnecessary nitpicking, it is entirely possible to arrive 
at NHBCD protocol that the majority will accept.  While it 
would be great to maximize the number of procured or-
gans, it is not the goal of NHBCD activists to pervert the 

practice of donation.  The debate over NHBCD protocol is 
stuck solely on ethical grounds.  Hospitals have the tech-
nology, protocol, money, ability, and demand to expand the 
donor pool.  It is, however, no surprise that medical policy 
breakthroughs such as these are met with great opposi-
tion.  In the absence of an overwhelming argument re-
garding the acceptability of death and its declaration, the 
wonderful promise of future NHBCD protocol lies in the 
slow implementation around the country of protocols such 
as the Pittsburgh Protocol.  The continuation of this trend 
is certainly encouraged.    
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The significance of lighT Transcends culTural and geographical barriers, connoT-

ing spiriTualiTy, knowledge, and goodness in a varieTy of conTexTs ThroughouT The 

ages. archiTecTs have long used lighT To highlighT spaces and sTrucTural feaTures of 

buildings and landscapes. The culTural, inTellecTual, and indusTrial developmenTs 

of The 19Th cenTury gave birTh To a new Theory of lighT in archiTecTure, realizing 

previously unThinkable manipulaTions of naTural and arTificial lighT. renowned ar-

chiTecT frank lloyd wrighT’s masTery of illuminaTing Techniques is manifesT in his 

mosT famous designs, and his innovaTion conTribuTed greaTly To The emphasis on 

naTural lighT so apparenT in conTemporary home archiTecTure.

Frank LLoyd Wright
The Power of Illumination in Architecture

Tiphaine leverrier

“Wright’s general concern for the proper use 
of light stemmed from a desire to give people a 
sense of freedom and openness while creating 

a closed, functional shelter for them.”



It is no wonder that light, one of the main supports of life 
itself, has inspired the imaginations of countless artists, 
architects, and audiences for generations.  As a result, 
light is charged with much allegorical and spiritual mean-
ing.  Abbot Suger, an innovator in the Gothic movement in 
France, used light as a metaphor for God’s majesty, tran-
scending matter and flesh and raising believers’ spirits.  In 
1134, he had the portal of Saint Denis Church engraved 
with, “Our darkened spirit arises to Truth by the means of 
material things, and, seeing the light, comes back from the 
original Fall.” Here, light and architecture create a space of 
sublimation and dematerialization.1  

Since Suger’s time, light has lost none of its potency in the 
creation of spaces, although the specific connotations of 
divinity have faded somewhat. Light is now seen as less of 
a bridge to the heavens and more as a mediator between a 
building’s artificial exterior and its natural exterior.  Frank 
Lloyd Wright conceptualized this view as “organic architec-
ture.”  Nature and building, he thought, exist in a symbi-
otic relationship, with man’s work echoing and comple-
menting landscapes.  

Wright’s upbringing in the nineteenth century was charac-
terized by industrialization.  In the recent past, glass had 
been expensive and technically difficult to produce.  Be-
cause of its physical characteristics, it was also complicated 
to use as a structural element of buildings, or in large pan-
els.  Beginning in the 1840s, however, a series of innova-
tions gradually made its use easier, cheaper and increas-
ingly interesting.  The development of electricity in the 
1880s toughed of a revolution in interior lighting, enabling 
novel manipulations of space and shadow.  In addition to 
these technical innovations, artistic movements had a sig-
nificant role in rethinking light.  The Impressionist move-
ment, which first began in the 1860s in France, was offi-
cially introduced in the United States in an 1886 art 
exhibition.  Impressionism attempts to capture the world 
as does the human eye in a glance.  As all impressions are 
characterized to some degree by the play of light and shad-
ow, so too was the movement intimately linked to the per-

ceptions of light.  More specifically, the architectural con-
cern for materialization and dematerialization of buildings 
along with light comes from Impressionism.  Along with 
Impressionism, the Arts and Crafts movement of the 
1890s saw the revival of glass works as an artform, espe-
cially the works of Louis Comfort Tiffany and his contem-
porary John La Farge.  Wright, who began his career dur-
ing this period, was certainly influenced by these evolving 
art movements, which ultimately led him to contemplate 
light and glass.  

It is also helpful to consider that since Wright grew up in a 
rather conservative and pious family, light as a spiritual 
metaphor for God must have been emphasized.  As a 
young man, the architect lived in Wisconsin, in the pres-
ence of natural and open spaces.  Thinking back to the 
days of his youth, Wright wrote of sunlight slanting 
through the trees and falling on leaf-covered ground.  
From dancing illumination on the ground, he drew his 
feelings for the play of sun splashes on the floor of a build-
ing.2 

Wright worked with Louis Sullivan, who was heavily influ-
enced by Ruskin, Richardson, and the Chicago School.  Al-
though the degree to which Chicago School architects di-
rectly influenced Wright’s work is debatable, Wright is 
known to have worked within the Prairie School, which 
originates from the Chicago School.  Wright was also quite 
well read and became acquainted with the thoughts of Em-
erson and Thoreau.  Emerson saw man as the product of 
nature and nature as truth and purity.  For him, man was 
suited to intuit the principles of nature and live in harmo-
ny with it.  Thoreau pleaded for a “return to nature” and 
symbiosis with it.  He was fascinated with lakes and ponds, 
which he thought to be the Earth’s eye on the sky, “for it 
reflected the landscape with a luxuriance that shimmered 
with every breath of wind or change in light.”3 Wright, who 
was following their vision of nature, transposed into archi-
tecture their theories: a house should fit in the landscape 
and be open on nature since man and his production 

“Wright grew up in a rather conservative and pious 
family, light as a spiritual metaphor for God must have 

been emphasized.  As a youth, the architect lived in 
Wisconsin, in the presence of natural and open space.” 

should follow nature’s principle.  In the pursuit of this, 
glass could work as an analogue and interlocutor to water 
in nature.  

With this background in mind, it is easier for us to con-
sider the presence of light in Wright’s houses.  To Wright, 
architecture was not a spiritualization of matter as Sullivan 
understood it, but rather a materialization of spirit.  “The 
open landscape was nature’s eloquent way of making free-
dom visible; to Wright, buildings too should speak of free-
dom . . .”4 A dwelling should be open on naturtte, full of 
light and receptive to nature’s and time’s changes.  It 
should be “a broad shelter in the open”, as he said, an invi-
tation to freedom.  5 He conceived of his buildings with 
great consideration for the primary forces of nature, and 
for the basic requirements of life: light, air, shelter.6  He 
thought rays of sun stood for joy, flaunting the confines of 

indoor life, and that an awareness of the sky ought to be as 
much as part of daily indoor life as an awareness of the 
earth.7  Light, to him, was a cosmic force and a messenger 
of natural order, existing un-violated in cities and thus 
maintaing man’s access to nature even in the heart of civi-
lization.8

Wright regarded glass as the materialization of light, the 
weightless medium of sight.  Out of all the materials he 
used, glass was his favorite because it allowed for the es-
tablishment of a new relationship between man and na-
ture: 

in the openings of my houses, glass as a place comparable to 
precious stones among all the other materials. . . . This super-
material that is glass is, in the way we currently use it, is pure 

frank lloyd wrighT aT work in his office
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wonder.  Air in airs, to keep air in or keep it out.  Itself light in 
light, glass diffuses light, reflects or diffracts it.9 

Glass is the architect’s dream because it is such malleable 
building material. It could be a plane through which one 
could see with perfect clarity, a “lens by which the land-
scape could be structured with a grace sufficient to make 
pictural art redundant.”10 It could be as refractive as ice, 
reflective as water, or “composed of colored panes of pares 
as iridescent as a butterfly’s wings”, “translucent, transpar-
ent, opalescent or opaque; polished, frosted or rusticat-
ed.”11 Form and function combine beautifully in glass pan-
els in a house, for example, marking the boundary between 
private and public without excluding one from the other.  

In stark contrast to architects such as Ludwig Mies von der 
Rohe, Wright did not want the window frame to disappear.  
Windows were to remain a protective screen: a kind of 
frontier, giving the dweller a feel of intimacy and privacy 
while also lending a taste of freedom and possibility to wit-
ness changes in time and nature.  Glass stands out among 
materials, according to Wright, because:

by means of glass something of the freedom of our arboreal 
ancestors living in the trees becomes a precedent for freedom 
in the 20th century life.  It is by way of glass that the sunlit 
space as a reality becomes the most useful servant of a higher 
order of the human spirit .  .  .  free living in air and sunlight.12

Wright’s general concern for the proper use of light 
stemmed from a desire to give people a sense of freedom 
and openness while creating a closed, functional shelter 
for them.  Houeses  were to contained the interplay of 
shadow and light to give the sense of a soothing shelter.  
He wanted to have dim intimate spaces interspersed with 
areas flooded with light.  He also desired his houses to 
have light coming from above, just as the sun would light 
a landscape, and he started experimenting with the use of 
rifts and patterned glass ceilings as soon as 1893.13 

Another major desire, was that the openings would not  
look like holes in a wall, but rather would form an open, 
integrated and flowing space.

“Shadow itself is of the light,” accroding to Wright.  He 
was just as obsessed with shadow as light, as one always 
accompanied the other.14 Following the Japanese tradition 
of half-light, Wright was interested in indirect lighting and 
smooth contrasts.  A dwelling is meant to be a refuge, a 
retreat; this is one of the reasons the Prairie houses have 
overhanging roofs that cast shadow inside.  Shadows are 
not just aesthetic, for they guarantee privacy and discretion 
as well as the creation of a quiet and comfortable entrance 
in a dimly lit space.  

Wright firmly believed that the purpose of the building 
and its natural environment should determine its shape: 

architecture which is really architecture proceeds from the 
ground and somehow the terrain; the native industrial condi-
tions, the nature of materials and the purpose of the building 
must inevitably determine the form and character of any good 
building.15 

The weather conditions would have an effect on the shape 
of the house and thus the choices of lighting, and the natu-
ral lighting was to be either echoed or tempered to supple-
ment artificial sources.  In the case of the Prairie houses, 
for instance, 

alternate extremes of heat and cold, sun and storm, have to be 
considered.  The frost goes four feet into the ground in winter; 
the sun beats fiercely on the roof with almost tropical heat in 
the summer: an umbrageous architecture is almost a necessity, 
both to shade the building from the sun and protect the walls 
from freezing and thawing moisture.16 

The overhanging eaves were meant to exclude the sun 
from the upper rooms and provide a refreshing shade dur-

“Wright was well aware of the effects that each of 
his arrangements would create with light; with this 

knowledge, he manipulated the way light itself would 
interact with the observer.”

ing hot summer days, while keeping rain and snow away 
from the walls in winter times.  

Wright mastered the use of natural light.  He adapted his 
architecture to the function of his building, but all of his 
designs place a premium on light.  The classic way to be-
gin a building’s relation to light is to orient the building to 
the South and slightly to the East so that it gets the best 
light of the day.  Wright used this design every time it was 
possible.  The openings are thus concentrated on this fa-
cade to let light in.  For his openings in dwellings, Wright 
liked to use high casement windows and French doors.  To 
maximize their effect, and to give vigor to the outdoors and 
overcome the continuing and enclosing walls, he grouped 
them as series, which he considered genius.  Indeed, the 

house walls turned into large light screens would disinte-
grate in light but still fulfill their protective function.17 
Moreover, this serial use solved the problem of isolated 
doors and windows that clearly marked separation of the 
house from the street and the environment.  It is particu-
larly true of Wingspread’s fifteen-foot high living room 
windows that completely overshadow the smaller entry-
way.18  These rows of windows also often allegorically re-
ferred to weed or flower fields, as they were also ornament-
ed with abstracted organic patterns.  As Wright worked 
with open planes and refused to use walls to create indoors 
spaces, he employed light to articulate and determine the 
use of the space.  In Fallingwater, for instance, narrow rifts 
from floor to ceiling articulate the walls of servant wings 
and guest quarters.19 Wright also pierced the roofs with 

The inTerior of The robie house
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rifts to recreate skylighting that would nicely cast flakes of 
light and contrast the floors from above, suggesting a leafy 
cover softly pierced by sunlight.20  Conversely, he would 
use rows of clerestories to give energy, rhythm, and 
strength to a room, as he did in Wingspread, for the “wig-
wam” (the living room).  In some buildings dedicated to 
work or social function, such as the Larkin Building or 
Unity Church, he would utilize skylight as the primary 
source of light.  In the Larkin Building, a glass roof over 
the  atrium lets light in for all the stories.  In Unity church, 
series’ of square windows on the top of the four sides let a 
dim light enter, while the auditorium is given “the aerial 
aura of a cloudless day” thanks to the rifted roof.  In his 
later Johnson Wax Administration building, there are ab-
solutely no windows; all the light comes from the glass 
roof and the horizontal band of glass tube that replace the 
traditional cornice.  

Wright often used glass to efface the shadowy, enclosed 
feel of corners.  By joining two panels of glass at corners, 
Wright created new and pleasant effects. One of Wright’s 
clients recalled that such glass corners gave the impres-
sion that the roof was floating above walls.21 It also gave a 
new sense of volume and freedom.  In the Johnson Wax 
building, the walls and roof are in continuity, the contrast 
between the plaster and the glass filled cornice first, and 
the cornice and roof secondly, give an aerial feel to the 
building.  In the houses he designed, Wright used glass 
towers and light wells to create volumes, emphasize spe-
cific spaces, and create contrasts.  This is the case in Fall-
ingwater, where the horizontals are shadowy elements like 
terraces and extended parapets while verticals are con-
cerned with light with the three-stories tower of glass and 
the light screens of the kitchen  and West bedrooms.  In 
Wingspread, the “crow nest,” entirely in glass, lets some 
light in near the massive chimney, creating an interesting 
contrast, while the Guggenheim museum, entirely lit by 
its roof, could embody the idea of light itself.  Wright loved 
to put light and openings in unexpected places to create 
novel atmospheres.  

Wright was well aware of the effects that each of his ar-
rangements would create with light.  With this knowledge, 
he manipulated the way light itself would interact with the 
observer.  His stained glass windows patterns would echo 
the rugs’ design, their shadow superposing the rugs pat-
terns at some hours of the day, as in the Robie house.  To 
create intimate atmospheres while letting light in, he 
brought the ceilings down to a “human size” and rein-

forced the feel of their lowness with paint and thin wood 
breading.  As he explained 

ceilings could be brought down over onto the walls by the way 
of the horizontal broad bands of plaster on the walls themselves 
above the windows and colored same as the room ceilings.  
This would bring ceiling-surface and color down to the very 
window top.22 

He used colors knowing fully well how they would interact 
with light and how they could either close a space or dif-
fuse light indirectly.  This is why he mainly utilized silvery 
grey and beige to catch light, as well as oranges, terracotta 
and oak tones to create warmth.23 He had the overhanging 
eaves and sometimes the cantilevers’ bottoms painted in 
clear colors, so that they would protect the bedrooms from 
the sun but gently diffuse some light in.24 

Wright also used electricity and fire lighting.  Fire was im-
portant to him because it was earthly, complementary to 
the “heavenly” sunlight.  It also referred to the passage of 
the seasons, as fire is linked to winter, while bright sun-
light is associated with summer.  The intimacy of a fire’s 
warm, dim light is reinforced by the heat it gives off.  The 
fireplace is a common metaphor for family, indoor life and 
house tasks.  For Wright, fire was the soul of the house it-
self, “the spirit within.”25 Chimneys were at the heart 
dwellings Wright built, the focal point of the household, 
both the center of gravity and the gathering place for the 
family.  

As for electricity, Wright was ahead of his contemporaries.  
He loved to test new technologies and adapt their use.  He 
hid the cables and, obsessed with light coming from above, 
used lantern-shapes and warm lighting in the places he 
could not or did not want to skylight.  His lighting itself 
constituted real artworks and while also functioning as 
little suns, casting a warm toned light from above.  He of-
ten built lightng into the house, and made wide use of re-
sistance devices that could dim the light from his fixtures.    

The sensibility for the use of light which Wright showed 
early in his career remained central to his progression.  In-
deed, his concern for light was bound always to his con-
cern for the management of spaces, volumes, ornamenta-
tion, and even furniture.  Wright’s exceptional feel for the 
dynamics of light and the technical expression of his intu-
itions leave an illuminating legacy for architects, but most 
of all for we who live in the insight of his designs today.
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In hIs lecture course on nature, the french phenomenologIst maurIce merleau-pon-

ty makes the IntrIguIng claIm that an ontology of nature Is the preferred path to-

ward ontology In general.  thIs artIcle explores why he makes thIs claIm and asks 

what phIlosophIcal sIgnIfIcance thIs approach to ontology mIght have.  makIng use 

of merleau-ponty’s notIons of chIasm and flesh as the fundamental ontologIcal 

truths, the author argues that nature and hIstory are related to one another ac-

cordIng to the logIc of the chIasm and that thInkIng about them In terms of thIs 

relatIonshIp opens up avenues for addressIng long-standIng problems In both phI-

losophy of nature and phIlosophy of hIstory.  specIfIcally, thIs artIcle explores mer-

leau-ponty’s response to the problem of a scIentIfIc-hIstorIcal methodology dIs-

tInct from the methodology of the natural scIences.  hIs response, In Its relIance on 

the logIc of chIasm, moves the problem beyond the state It reached In the work of 

wIlhem dIlthey and edmund husserl.

TranscendenTal GeoloGy
Towards a Phenomenology of Nature and History

karen kovaka

“The chiasm, the interweaving of nature and 
history into the fabric of our experience, is 

fundamental, and thinking of them in a way 
that is faithful to experience requires thinking 

through both of them together.”



Nature as a leaf or layer of total Being—the ontology of Nature 
as the way toward ontology—the way that we prefer because the 
evolution of the concept of Nature is a more convincing propa-
deutic, [since it] more clearly shows the necessity of the onto-
logical mutation. We will   show how the concept of Nature is 
always the expression of an ontology—and its privileged ex-
pression.1

 Maurice Merleau-Ponty

Why is the ontology of nature the way toward ontology in 
general? And why, in turn, is a history of the ‘evolution’ of 
nature as a philosophical concept the way toward the ontol-
ogy of nature? This article seeks to understand the signifi-
cance of historical-philosophical reflection on nature by 
way of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s ontology of the visible and 
the invisible. The answer to this question lies in two ideas. 
First, if we assume the validity of Merleau-Ponty’s ontolo-
gy as presented in The Visible and the Invisible, we find that 

a relation of chiasm exists between nature and history. Sec-
ond, if we think of nature and history in terms of this rela-
tion, we obtain a fruitful approach to apprehending the 
meaning of both.  

The question that focuses Merleau-Ponty’s later philo-
sophical work is that of chiasm as the fundamental onto-
logical insight. We understand chiasm as ‘the self-mediat-
ing reconversion of transcendence and immanence.’2 
Following the lead of other philosophers, most notabl Ed-
mund Husserl and Martin Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty cri-
tiques western philosophy’s tendency to define reality in 
terms of opposing conceptual pairs. 

Rather than accepting that conceptual pairs such as tran-
scendence/immanence or material/spiritual accurately 
describe reality, Merleau-Ponty argues that in the absence 
of certain assumptions, the clear lines that demarcate 
these conceptual pairs do not hold. More basic than these 
concepts is the relation of continual reversibility that exists 
between them. Habits of thought formed over time lead us 
to believe that it is easy to categorize aspects of reality as 
belonging to one side or another of a conceptual system. 
Either something is visible or it is not. Either something is 
reflective or unreflective. However, a sustained investiga-
tion reveals a phenomenon analogous to the twilight peri-
od that comes between clear hours of light and darkness. 
When one tries to point out precisely where something 
ceases to be visible and becomes invisible or where tran-
scendence ends and immanence begins or what consti-
tutes the difference between a being that reflects and a be-
ing that does not, once-clear concepts bleed into each 
other. 

The secret of being does not ultimately rest in the things 
which enter into this relation; in fact, making being a static 
property of things leads to incoherence. One of the great 
lessons that phenomenology has drawn from the history 
of philosophy is that the assumption of the primacy of 
things is flawed precisely because it is impossible to pin 
down what things are while simultaneously assuming that 
being is concentrated within things. Instead, being rests in 
the movement of the chiasm. Being is more productively 
associated with the dynamic relationships between a given 
subject and its possible objects. Examing this back-and-
forth reveals a stuff that is neither material nor spiritual, 
what Merleau-Ponty calls ‘flesh.’ 

maurIce merleau-ponty

[F]lesh is an ultimate notion . . . a relation of the visible with 
itself that traverses me and constitutes me as a seer, this circle 
which I do not form, which forms me, this coiling over of the 
visible upon the visible.3

Rather than have us think of reality as ultimately material 
or ultimately spiritual or as some dualistic mixture of the 
two, Merleau-Ponty dismisses the tradition dialectic of the 
basic substance. Flesh is a meaning relation, but not an 
intellectual one. It is not matter, but neither is it thought, 
because it is a relation that involves tangibility and visibili-
ty. Although discovering flesh involves working back from 
traditional concepts of matter and spirit, flesh is not con-
stituted by these two things. Merleau-Ponty asserts that 
flesh is an always-already present relation, out of which 
traditional concepts emerge as dynamic poles. As an ulti-
mate notion, the structure of flesh is also the structure un-
derlying and manifested in the world and ourselves. What 
we perceive as objects are intelligible as such only by 
means of their engagement in this relationship of the 
flesh. “What exists are not present ‘things’ or forces but 
systems of differential relationships in an ongoing process 
of integration, disintegration and reformulation.”4

Given flesh, given this relational system, how is ‘the con-
cept of Nature’ related to ontology, and why might it be the 
‘privileged expression’? Why do we treat nature, and thus 
ontology, historically, through studying the evolution of 
the concept? These are the questions which can be an-
swered by asserting the existence of a chiasm between na-
ture and history. We must begin by seeing what Merleau-
Ponty means by Nature. One of the implications of the idea 
of flesh is that meaning in not existentially dependent on 
setience; rather, it can exist beneath thought. There is un-

reflective meaning that lies within the sensible, constitut-
ing the sensible. This unreflective meaning is the starting 
point for understanding nature. “Nature is what has a 
meaning without this meaning being posited by thought.”5

It is also what underlies all of our experiences—percep-
tion, reflection, and so on. Expanding on Husserl’s remark 
in Foundational Investigations of the Phenomenological Ori-
gin of the Spatiality of Nature, Merleau-Ponty distinguishes 
“the Earth” as a horizon within which we are given every-
thing else. It is the “soil of our experience,” as Husserl puts 
it, “not an object among other objects but the living stock 
from which the objects are engendered.”6 As an overarch-
ing concept or horizon of experience, nature is “a carrier of 
all the possible,” a configuration that is the originary 
source of any sentient reflection concerning it.7

The sensibility of nature must then exceed attempts to re-
flect upon it because it is both the point from which reflec-
tion begins and toward which reflection is oriented. This 
aspect of nature captures the trait of simultaneous tran-
scendence and immanence which Husserl, and later Mer-
leau-Ponty, understood as an essential characteristic of all 
perception. Sentient reflection on nature is “ontologically 
continuous” with nature, springing from the “soil,” the 
“Earth,” and the “unreflective – in a word, nature – re-
mains for the personal self a prehistory, an irrecuperable 
past.”8 Reflection takes up nature and in doing so deals 
with something ontologically related to itself. But the re-
verse of this familiarity, this immanence, is the inexhaust-
ible transcendence of nature. Reflection cannot capture 
every possible relation with nature in its gaze, and it is this 
experiential fact that preserves reflection from being iden-
tical to nature in its totality.

Reflection emerges from the unreflective when a subject, 
an instance of sentient meaning, doubles back on itself to 
explore its history. This phenomenon introduces a para-
dox. We seem to experience nature directly and unreflec-
tively all the time as we perform habitual tasks in our daily 
lives. But if the unreflective expresses itself only through 
reflection, then this mediation is a condition for under-
standing nature and direct access is impossible. As soon as 
nature is thematized, as soon as it stands out from the 
background of the world one lives through, then reflection 
comes into play. 

What are we doing in the majority of our relations with 
nature? At any given moment, the meaningful sensibility 

“As an overarching concept 
or horizon of experience, 

nature is ‘a carrier of all the 
possible,’ a configuration 

that is the originary source 
of any sentient reflection 

concerning it.”
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of nature is flowing into the meaningful sentient of hu-
man life which is its expression. The doubling back of re-
flection, the effort to join itself to its originary source, must 
always be incomplete. Reflection cannot seamlessly rejoin 
the unreflective that is its beginning.  

Although a seamless rejoining is impossible, there is re-
versibility between reflection and the unreflective. Not 
only does nature flow into human reflection, but reflection 
enters into nature. The act of reflecting seeks a passage 
from sentient, articulate meaning back to sensible, lived-
through meaning: “We are looking for the primordial, 
non-lexical meaning always in-
tended by people who speak of na-
ture.”9 Reflection, in trying to ‘re-
turn’ in this way, discloses a crucial 
moment in which lies the being of 
both reflection and nature. It 
moves through and in time, in or-
der to circle back to nature, finding 
that: 

this self-rending movement of ex-
pression is not a potentiality of the 
human subject so much as an event 
of nature itself, of its own duplicity, 
which entails that our “alienation” 
from nature, if this word has any 
sense, can only be a moment of na-
ture’s own self-unfolding expression 
through us.10

This temporal expression of nature 
is historical. Reflection inescap-
ably passes into history, concerns 
itself with history, and maintains 
its connection with unreflective. 
Human thought and activity in history, even as it moves 
forward and differentiates itself from nature, also seeks to 
re-enter that from which it came, to understand the secret 
of its originary meaning. The motivation for history begins 
in nature, in prehistory, and the continued movement of 
history receives its force from the effort to fold the sentient 
back over to meet and apprehend the sensible. One could 
understand natural scientific thought and technological 
advancement, for example, as thoroughly historical and 
reflective events which find their meaning and movement 
in their desire to plumb the depths of the unreflective that 
is their soil. Therefore, what happens between nature and 
history, the movement from one to the other which is con-

stitutive and expressive of both—this movement is pre-
cisely that of crossing, of chiasm. 

When nature passes into reflection, it passes into history; 
when reflection enters into nature, so too does history en-
ter into nature. This relation of reversibility, of chiasm, ob-
tains between nature and history because of the dynamic 
of reflection. Now we must cash out this dynamism in or-
der to reframe some traditional philosophical problems. 
As a beginning, I will trace a question which was impor-
tant in neo-Kantian German thought, next examined in 
Husserl, and finally taken up by Merleau-Ponty in the 

working notes of The Visible and the 
Invisible. The problem is this: can 
the conclusions of historical study 
be endowed with scientific validity 
if they do not obtain by a methodol-
ogy parallel to the natural sciences? 

The neo-Kantian Wilhelm Dilthey  
saw history (and the human sci-
ences in general) as directed to-
ward capturing important mo-
ments in the flow of the ‘nexus of 
life’ [Lebenszusammenhang], by 
which he meant the web-like conti-
nuity between nature and psychic 
life. Due to the fleeting nature of 
experience, the human sciences 
are tasked with working to relate 
human life back to this nexus, 
“back to a creative, evaluative, and 
active source, something that ex-
presses and objectifies itself.”11 
Their goal is to come to an under-
standing of the invisible contours 
of life from within. Dilthey wants 

the human sciences to be scientific, but recognizes that 
because their orientation is different from that of the natu-
ral sciences, so then must their method differ. Rather than 
beginning from a hypothetical basis as do the natural sci-
ences, the human sciences as Dilthey understands them 
must begin and remain rooted in lived experience [Erleb-
nis]. Their efforts to study the nexus of life will not be suc-
cessful if they postulate for theoretical purposes a disconti-
nuity between the psychical and the physical. This is 
because there is no experiential basis for seeing such dis-
continuity in the nexus of life. A study that begins from 
this abstraction already distances itself from the nexus of 
life and will not be able to get at the real object of its in-

wIlhelm dIlthey

quiry. This condition introduces a tension which Dilthey 
does not resolve. How can the human sciences be appro-
priately general with respect to histroy when carried out by 
historical persons who begin from their own lived experi-
ences which are determined by their own particular his-
torical horizons? Dilthey’s own philosophical and histori-
cal assertions are merely expressions of life which have 
their place amongst the interconnected systems that form 
the socio-historical nexus, but which do not constitute an 
Archimedean point from which to make universal state-
ments about the essence of the human sciences.

Husserl, in reading Dilthey, paid close attention to this 
problem and attempted to move beyond it in formulating 
his own philosophy of history in The Crisis and in his essay 
“The Origin of Geometry.” In these works, the solution to 
the dilemma of the scientificity of the human sciences, es-
pecially history, is that reflection upon these sciences dis-
closes an a priori structure always already operating in our 
experience of and reflection on history. “The historical ho-
rizon . . . has its essential structure that can be revealed 

through methodological inquiry.”12 What this structure 
consists of is bound up in Husserl’s metaphor of sedimen-
tation, a metaphor that Merleau-Ponty continues to make 
use of in The Visible and the Invisible. He tells us that “his-
tory is from the start nothing other than the vital move-
ment of the coexistence and the interweavings of original 
formations and sedimentations of meaning.”13 The meta-
phor of sedimentation combines the geological image of 
an exposed cut of bedrock with the structure of a deductive 
discipline like geometry in which each new discovery 
builds upon previous ones. Husserl asks us to imagine 
horizontal layers of sedimentary deposits (works of phi-
losophers, cultural artifacts, etc.) which have hardened 
into rock, so to speak, or which have become the ground, 
or bedrock, upon which our present cultural world rests. 
In addition to these horizontal layers, we must imagine 
vertical chains or nets of meaning, such as those logical 
links which unify the axioms and theories of Euclid’s Ele-
ments. Husserl would have us understand the structure of 
history as consisting of horizontal layers shot through by 
vertical chains of reflection which link the meanings in 

each of the sedimented layers. The purpose of historical-
philosophical reflection would be to reactivate chains of 
meaning which would otherwise be forgotten over time. 

This idea is fascinating, but “The Origin of Geometry” 
leaves the structure of history undefined and unexplored. 
In the end, Husserl’s contention that reflection upon his-
tory can uncover the a priori structure of history is still sus-
ceptible to a critique. The trouble is not that there is no a 
priori structure to discover: Husserl has given us an ac-
count of structure that moves us beyond the formulation 
of the issue in Dilthey. That said, it is still difficult to see 
how reflection is equipped to discover this structure. The 
essence of reflection is mediation. How then can reflection 
penetrate back through sedimented layers of meaning to 
disclose the structure of history? Reflection must add more 
and more layers to history in its attempts to double back 
and access the structure of what lies beneath it. In other 
words, the tension that emerges here is the same tension 
that characterizes the chiasm between reflection and the 
unreflective. 

Merleau-Ponty has this difficulty in mind in his discussion 
of history and philosophy in the working notes of The Vis-
ible and the Invisible. His idea for moving forward relies on 
the chiasm between nature and history. He formulates the 
problem by talking about the history of philosophy and 
asking if it is necessary to distinguish between the views 
that past philosophers took of their own problems and the 
ways in which we understand their problems in retrospect. 
Can there be continuity in philosophy if we understand the 
questions of past philosophers differently from how they 
understood them? His answer is: “Not if the philosophies 
in their integrality are a question, the interrogative thought 
which makes them speak is not overcome by what comes 
later.”14 We can trace the structural development of some-
thing like philosophy through time if there is a question-
ing movement through philosophy at all times which al-
lows thinking at a later time to be faithful to the projects 
and problems of previous times. 

There is but one solution: show that there is transcendence, to 
be sure, between the philosophies, not reduction to one unique 

“Reflection must add more and more layers to history in 
its attempts to double back and access the structure of 

what lies beneath it.”
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plane, but that, in this plane, staggered out in depth, they nev-
ertheless refer to one another, it is nevertheless a question of 
the same Being—show between the philosophies a perceptual 
relation or relation of transcendence. Hence, a vertical history, 
which has its rights along the “objective” history of philoso-
phy.15 

This idea of the continuity of questioning through time is 
similar in structure to the passing of the sensible meaning 
into sentient meaning – the logic of chiasm permeates 
them both. Nature has doubled over itself to produce his-
tory, and the process of history is a continuation of this 
doubling over in order to move forward. I said before that 
the movement from nature to history is reversible, that the 
march of history finds its motivation in its desire to re-en-
ter the mute sensible which generated it. So, adherence to 
the logic of the chiasm requires not only a continuity of 
questioning through time, but that this continuity also be 
a folding back over which seeks to complete the circle of its 
reflection. In this dynamic the act discovers the impossi-
bility of its completion that is very condition for its being. 
This is, in fact, the next step Merleau-Ponty takes in his 
notes. 

He works to show that a structural philosophy of history 
such as he is outlining must circle back to nature, and that 
the crossing of history and nature is what resolves the 
problems that both Dilthey and Husserl deal with in their 
works. Near the very end of the notes for The Visible and the 
Invisible he talks about a philosophical account of history 
as a philosophy of structure, one which may be better un-
derstood in terms of geography than in terms of history:

Whereas geography—or rather: the Earth as Ur-Arche brings to 
light the carnal Urhistorie (Husserl—Umsurtz). In fact it is a 
question of grasping the nexus—neither “historical” nor “geo-
graphic” of history and transcendental geology, this very time 
that is space, this very space that is time, which I will have re-
discovered by my analysis of the visible and the flesh, the si-
multaneous Urstiftung of time and space which makes there be 
a historical landscape and a quasi-geographical inscription of 
history. Fundamental problem: the sedimentation and the reac-
tivation.16

Here Merleau-Ponty references Husserl’s concepts of sedi-
mentation and reactivation which are so important to “The 
Origin of Geometry.” How this sedimentation and reacti-
vation occurs and how understanding is possible (episte-
mology), must be grappled with within the context of an 

ontology which apprehends being in terms of crossing, or 
movement between. When the being of time and space, or 
history and the natural world, is found in the moment of 
their crossing, then there can be a structural philosophy 
that begins to make out the landscape it is traversing, all 
the while recognizing the truth of incomplete reversibility  
as a condition for any reflection. 

The way to come to this point is, as Merleau-Ponty points 
out in his lecture course on Nature, to begin with the ontol-
ogy of nature. The chiasm between the reflective and the 
unreflective points the way to the fundamental notion of 
reversibility and shows that history, too, is incorporated 
into this pattern by being that which nature touches and 
that into which nature flows. The chiasm, the interweav-
ing of nature and history into the fabric of our experience, 
is fundamental, and thinking of them in a way that is faith-
ful to expereince requires thinking through both of them 
together. 
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