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Dear Readers,

Students at Boston College are often invited to reflect on their academic and 
personal development in the context of the university’s Jesuit tradition. 
Here at Elements, we are often prompted to ask ourselves, “how does our 
journal incorporate and advance the Jesuit mission?” With this goal in 
mind, we seek to provide a platform for undergraduates to share their intel-
lectual pursuits, increase awareness on complex yet critical scientific, ethi-
cal, and social issues, and foster an environment that encourages thought, 
discussion, and ultimately action. This issue of Elements presents a more 
diverse collection of research topics than ever before, in an attempt to draw 
your attention to the myriad facets of human experience, no matter how 
familiar or distant from your everyday lives.

In our cover article, “‘Who Would Hire A Blind Poet?’”, author Christopher 
Kabacinski contrasts traditional representations of blindness in literature 
with the life writing of the partially blind American poet Stephen Kuusisto. 
He highlights Kuusisto’s effort to move out of the shadow of Oedipus and 
Tiresias, and re-present the blind man in his embodied, lived personhood 
that transcends any labels society can impose. Daniel Park and Clara Lee 
examines a similar struggle between definition and identity in “Divisions 
Dissected” by focusing on the notion of the “Asian Bubble” and its impact 
on the experience and self-perceptions of Asian American students at Bos-
ton College. In “Convict the Deviant,” Katherine Quigley uses criminal nar-
ratives of accused rapists to highlight cultural standards of masculinity and 
the association of rape with unmanly deviance in the patriarchal society of 
early America. Meanwhile, “Two Separate Persons” by Jennifer Heine ex-
tends this discussion of gender perceptions to Anthony Trollope’s novel 
Phineas Finn, which employs gendered ethnic stereotypes to illustrate the 
duality of its main character’s identity. A close read of this set of articles 
encourages us to reconsider the relationships between external perceptions 
and self-understanding, and between societal norms and personal identity.

Despite tensions between the individual and society, there are unresolved 
questions that the human race has a collective stake in. In “On the Wrong 
Side of the Tracks,” Natalie Panariello evaluates the ethical implications of 
needle resale by assessing the case of a needle black market seller who uses 
his profits to feed his drug addiction. Juliana Butron considers an equally 

pressing social issue in “A Climate of Inaction,” as she attributes the lack of 
effective response to climate change to the limitations of a relational under-
standing of morality. In addition, Alessandra Luedeking, author of “Titan of 
Terror,” presents the film Godzilla, not as mere science-fiction, but as a 
physical embodiment of the destructive forces of nuclear bombings in Japan.

Jesuit education aims to promote intellectual inquiry and dialogue across 
disciplines, and Elements upholds this principle by continuously expanding 
into new subjects. Rebecca Moretti’s article, “The Psychological Puzzle,” 
provides a unique perspective on how the psychology of policymakers may 
both consciously and unconsciously lead to the top-down politicization of 
intelligence. Katelyn Johnson investigates the distribution of TMX and CLO 
residues across various locations of Stroubles Creek in Blacksburg, VA, to 
determine their impact on “The Dirt and The Bees.” In “Dreibens Modulo 
7,” the first Mathematics research published by our journal, Arthur Diep-
Nguyen analyzes the divisibility of strings of 3’s and 7’s (dreibens) by 7 as a 
first step in the search for prime dreibens.

Inspiring and fulfilling the desire to know has always been an essential 
component of Jesuit education. As the new Elements editor-in-chief this 
year, I hope our journal will continue to play a role in igniting undergradu-
ates’ intellectual curiosity. Our Spring 2016 issue invites you to consider 
important questions that your fellow students raised, examine the conclu-
sions that their research suggested, and bring your own experiences and 
insights to our perpetual search for truth, meaning, and justice, even after 
you turn the last page of our journal! 

Happy reading!

Best,

Betty (yunqing) Wang 

Editor in Chief

Editor’s NotE
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Since the late 1980S, needle exchange programS (nepS) have been great reSourceS for 

intravenouS drug uSerS (iduS), aS they provide both clean needleS with which iduS 

can inject aS well aS baSic health ServiceS, including hiv teSting and counSeling. 

however, for reaSonS Such aS inconvenience and fear of criminalization, many iduS 

opt inStead to purchaSe their needleS from illicit Street SellerS who acquire needleS 

in bulk from nepS. thiS eSSay conSiderS the ethical permiSSibility of the SellerS’ ac-

tionS, focuSing Specifically on the caSe of a man from philadelphia who uSeS the 

money he obtainS from needle reSale to feed hiS addiction. it iS ultimately argued 

that the man’S actionS are, in fact, ethical, aS hiS reSale of needleS poSitively con-

tributeS to the common good by reducing the Spread of diSeaSe. illicit needle SellerS 

Such aS the one deScribed in thiS eSSay Should be embraced by the public health com-

munity Since, with proper training, they can help to facilitate health promoting 

education for their peerS.

on the wrong side of the tracks?
Ethical Considerations of the Needle Black Market

natalie panariello



Every Friday afternoon, men and women of all ages gather 
in the hallways of Prevention Point Philadelphia to ex-
change their used needles for new ones. For each dirty 
needle a user brings, they receive one clean needle in re-
turn. While many participants come to Prevention Point 
with just a few needles to exchange, others come with hun-
dreds. Many resell the needles they receive from Preven-
tion Point on the street of Philadelphia.  

One Prevention Point client, who will be referred to in this 
essay as Michael, resells the clean needles only a half-mile 
from the site of the needle exchange program. He has cho-
sen this territory because it is a block away from where 
users buy and shoot drugs and so the clientele are desper-
ate. The needles sell for a dollar per piece, and with enough 
needles sold, Michael can afford to buy himself a bag of 
dope. While the resale of needles is illegal in Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia law enforcement is tolerant toward black 
market sellers like Michael.

In this country alone, approximately 800,000 individuals 
aged 13 or older inject drugs each year.2 These intravenous 
drug users (IDUs) are at high risk of HIV infection, as in-
jection is a major route of transmission of the disease. In 
fact, about 7% of the estimated 47,352 diagnoses of HIV in 
2013 were attributed to intravenous drug use, with an ad-
ditional 3% attributed to a combination of male-to-male 
sexual contact and IDU.3 In Philadelphia, the rates of in-
fection via injection are similar to those of the nation, with 
7.7% of AIDS cases and 4.4% of HIV cases diagnosed in 
2013 resulting from infected needle sharing.4 As an urban 

city, Philadelphia has approximately 26,400 IDUs in its 
population of 1.5 million.5

A large percentage of IDUs throughout the United States 
obtain at least some of their needles from illicit salespeo-
ple on the street.6 For example, in Baltimore, Maryland, 
which is just two hours away from Philadelphia by car, 
85% of IDUs obtain a number of their needles from street 
sellers despite the existence of well-established needle ex-
change programs.7 These IDUs purchase needles from il-
licit sellers due to the convenience of the exchange as well 
as their fear of criminalization and stigmatization. Al-
though concerns about the sterility of these needles sold 
on the street do exist, studies have shown that these nee-
dles are generally safe. In some cities, there even exists 
self-policing where sellers hold each other accountable for 
distributing clean needles. In Washington D.C., for in-
stance, the resale of used needles is disparaged by most 
sellers, and those who do sell used needles face backlash 
from their peers.8 Therefore, the disease risk associated 
with street purchases is relatively low. 

Prevention Point Philadelphia (PPP), the needle exchange 
program from which Michael obtains his needles, has 
been in operation since 1991 and is recognized by the city 
of Philadelphia as a major reason for the decline of HIV/
AIDS diagnoses among IDUs. Since 2004, the IDU popu-
lation of Philadelphia experienced a decrease in infection 
rates of more than two-thirds, the greatest drop among all 
high-risk groups (i.e., IDUs, men who have sex with men, 
and high-risk heterosexuals).9 PPP attributes this drop not 
only to the clean needles they provide at the exchange, but 
also to the health care, safe needle education, HIV testing, 
case management, and referrals to drug treatment they of-
fer.10 However, the organization recognizes that its reach is 
limited, as some users are unwilling to visit the exchange 
due to the stigma associated with injection drug use, while 
others simply find it inconvenient. These individuals con-
stitute Michael’s market. 

In the United States and elsewhere, intravenous drug use 
is oftentimes considered a marker of dissolute character. 
Intravenous drug users are considered to be social devi-
ants, and, as a result, are subjected to discrimination and 
exclusion. The United Nations notes, “A system appears to 
have been created in which those who fall into the web of 
addiction find themselves excluded and marginalized 
from the social mainstream [and] tainted with a moral 
stigma.”11 Intravenous drug users must navigate this envi-
ronment of marginalization and stigmatization, and they 

clean hypodermic needles and supplies for injec-
tion (courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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most commonly do so by skirting to the edges and remain-
ing unseen. They may avoid the shame of stigma through 
hiding, but this retreat inhibits IDUs from receiving the 
help that they need. As a woman interviewed on the streets 
of Philadelphia admits, “I haven’t talked to [my family] 
since I’ve been down here for a month and a half now. I 
just…I’m too embarrassed, I guess, to call. That’s all I want 
to do, though, is call them ‘cause I know they’d be there for 
me in a heartbeat, but I’m just too…too ashamed.”12 

The criminalization of illicit drugs also contributes to 
IDUs’ desire to remain out of sight. In fact, the Joint Unit-
ed Nations Program on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) considers 
criminalization to be the number one reason why IDUs 
are being left behind, as fear of arrest deters IDUs from 
accessing HIV and other drug-related services.13 However, 
considering Michael’s story, it seems as though the situa-
tion in Philadelphia is uniquely different. The practice of 
needle resale remains largely unpunished in the city, al-
lowing Michael and others to sell needles with little fear of 
repercussion. Indeed, Philadelphia has what the media 
has referred to as a “cop-free heroin zone,”14 where hun-
dreds of addicts congregate to publicly buy and do drugs. 
In these areas, and specifically on Philadelphia’s Kensing-
ton Avenue, it is not uncommon to openly sell needles and 
prescription pills to hustle enough money for a bag of 
heroin.15 While the Philadelphia Police Department claims 
that this cop-free zone does not exist, Michael and his fel-
low IDUs who spend their days and nights hustling and 
injecting on the street prove otherwise.16

Unlike the sale of drugs themselves, it seems that the sale 
of needles contributes positively to the common good, 
which is defined as “the sum total of the conditions of 
social living whereby persons are able to reach their 
perfection.”17 On Kensington Avenue and the nearby 
“Tracks,”18 a stretch of wooded railway commonly inhabited 
by IDUs, used and possibly infected needles can be found 
by the hundreds on the ground. A desperate addict looking 
for a fix could very easily use one of these needles to inject; 
alternatively, he could share a needle with a fellow addict 
who might very well be HIV positive. In anthropologist 
Philippe Bourgois’s book Righteous Dopefiend, a man 
named Frank tells of his experience with needle sharing: 
“We always try not to share needles but we still do it. Hey, 
if you’re sick you’re not gonna worry about it. When you 
gotta fix, you gotta fix.”19 What Michael is doing, then, is 
providing needles exactly where they need to be at exactly 
the right time—to those addicts on the streets when they 

need a fix, right before they go to inject. He also removes 
hundreds of used needles from the streets by collecting 
them for trade at the exchange, thus contributing further 
to the common good by fostering a clean environment. In 
fact, Michael’s actions have even received praise from 
public health officials in the city of Philadelphia; they note 
that “Philadelphia’s strong network of people spreading 
needles from the exchange plays a big role [in the drop of 
new diagnoses of HIV].”20

Thus, city officials in Philadelphia have shifted their focus 
from policing the exchange of needles to keeping people 
healthy.21 The city of San Francisco, meanwhile, attempted 
the opposite approach, but it proved to have detrimental 
effects on the city’s IDU population. In 1997, San Francisco 
mayor Willie Brown instituted a zero-tolerance drug policy 
under which anyone carrying more than two needles could 
be charged with “possession of controlled paraphernalia 
with intent to sell,”22 a felony charge. As a result, the 
homeless IDU population stopped carrying multiple 
needles at a time, thus reducing their stash and fostering 
the sharing and reusing of needles.23 In addition, they 
stopped their frequent visits to their local needle exchange 
program, which was their source of not only clean needles 
but also basic health services.24 Mayor Brown’s actions 
proved to be a public health catastrophe, encouraging 
high-risk behaviors and discouraging treatment. The 
unjust criminal system proved detrimental to the 
population of homeless IDUs in the city. Indeed, his 
criminalization of needle possession serves as an example 
of structural violence.

It seems, then, that Philadelphia should be commended 
for essentially decriminalizing illicit needle resale and pos-
session. In fact, Michael’s sale of needles on Kensington 
Avenue does not seem fundamentally different from the 
legal sale of needles at pharmacies throughout the city. In 
2009, the Pennsylvania Board of Pharmacy adopted an 
amendment allowing needles and syringes to be sold at 
pharmacies throughout the state without a prescription.25 
The justification for this amendment was harm reduction 
and the promotion of public health. This same rationale 
could be used to defend Michael’s actions. Although Mi-
chael’s motives are selfish, he nonetheless “fills an impor-
tant risk reduction niche” in Philadelphia by meeting the 
demand for clean needles in a way that Prevention Point 
and local pharmacies cannot.26 

Although he ultimately contributes to the common good, 
there are a number of ethical questions that one might 
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grapple with when considering the morality of Michael’s 
actions. Examples of possible concerns (C) and corre-
sponding responses (R) are outlined in the following list:

C. Michael is selling what he got for free, which is ethically  
questionable.

R. In fact, many needle exchange advocates are offended by the 
resale of free needles.27 However, Michael is providing a service 
to his clients by collecting and exchanging the needles, and, 
like in any service economy, he should be paid for his work.

C. Michael’s resale of needles is simply wrong because it is 
illegal. 

R. As was discussed above, Michael’s actions do contribute 
positively to the common good. Alternatively, he could be steal-
ing or working as a john to support his habit, both of which 
would be harmful to society. His “opportunistic entrepreneur-
ship,”28 though illegal, provides clean needles to people who 
would otherwise inject with a used needle.

C. Michael could be an unreliable seller who is selling used 
needles.

R. While it is true that Michael could sell used needles as if they 
were new, he lacks a reason to do so. Since Prevention Point 
Philadelphia will provide Michael with as many clean needles 
as he can trade for, he does not lack supply. 

C. In typical needle exchange programs, one used needle gets 
you one clean needle. In Michael’s case, one dollar gets you one 
needle. Maybe people wouldn’t otherwise have the needle. 

R. If an IDU were to purchase a needle from a pharmacy, it 
would also entail an exchange of money. If that IDU could not 
purchase a needle from a pharmacy (or from Michael), he 
would likely inject with a used needle obtained from a fellow 
IDU or discarded on the street. As Paul Yabor, a Prevention 
Point educator and ex-drug addict, notes, “The cold, hard reality 
is that someone with a habit, or under the influence of [drugs] 
is going to go to extreme measures to inject.”29

C. Michael’s selling of needles is enabling his own addiction.

R. Any source of income Michael might have would enable his 
addiction. His selling of needles is not unique in that way. 

Above all, in evaluating the morality of Michael’s actions, it 
is necessary to acknowledge that he is exercising the virtue 
of self-care. Theologian Roger Burggraeve explores a 
growth ethic in which one must strive for a particular goal, 
or “ethical optimum,” while at least employing the neces-
sary measures, or “ethical minimums,” to ensure his or 
her safety.30 Thus, each clean needle that Michael provides 
must be seen as an “ethical minimum” that upholds the 
dignity of the needle’s recipient and prevents the spread of 
HIV.31 The clean needle allows addicts to remain free of 
disease as they work toward the “ethical optimum” of rid-
ding themselves of their addiction.32 According to Bour-
gois, many of Philadelphia’s addicts will eventually recov-
er, and clean needles protect their health until they do.33 
Thus, in the long run, Michael’s needles contribute posi-
tively to the flourishing of others. When the addict is fi-
nally able to live a life without drugs, he is also able to live 
a life without the burden of HIV.

It is problematic, however, that Michael does not provide 
the health services that the IDU would receive had he vis-

market-frankford line, kensington avenue, 
philadelphia pa (courtesy of wikimedia commons) 

“In alignment with the principle of subsidiarity...public health 
initiatives could be designed to train illicit needle sellers to 

provide their clients with health promoting education.”
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ited the needle exchange program himself.34 Ideally, each 
exchange is an opportunity for intervention and the initia-
tion of rehabilitation and recovery processes. Michael does 
not offer such services to his clients, and, thus, they are 
less likely to get treatment for their addiction or even dis-
cover their HIV status. This lost opportunity should be 
seized. In alignment with the principle of subsidiarity, 
which states that matters should be handled at the most 
immediate level, public health initiatives could be de-
signed to train illicit needle sellers to provide their clients 
with health promoting education. Since Michael holds an 
important role in his community and is in such frequent 
communication with drug users, he has a great opportu-
nity to spread information and be heard. 

Despite being recognized as a highly effective harm reduc-
tion strategy, needle distribution is a widely disputed topic. 
The needle black market, then, takes the dispute one step 
further, as it allows intravenous drug users to profit from 
the addictions of their peers. Nonetheless, illicit street sell-
ers contribute greatly to their communities by removing 
used and possibly infected needles from their environ-
ment and providing IDUs with clean needles with which 
they can safely inject. Since 2004, IDUs in the city of Phil-
adelphia have seen an incredible drop in rates of HIV/
AIDS infection, and this is undoubtedly due, at least in 
part, to Michael and his fellow street sellers. Social and lo-
gistical barriers, such as the fear of facing stigma and ac-
commodating hours and location of operation, limit nee-
dle exchange programs’ and pharmacies’ ability to provide 
IDUs with the materials they need. Street sellers, however, 
are conveniently located where users are injecting at the 
very moment they wish to inject. By providing IDUs with 
clean needles, street sellers protect the addicts’ health by 
ensuring that they do not inject with an infected needle, 
thus contributing to the common good. Illicit street sellers 
should be embraced in cities across the United States as 
individuals who can deliver not only needles, but also im-
portant messages regarding harm reduction and even 
treatment information. Making the best use of these re-
sources is a logical step forward in the effort to improve 
public health.
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In the late eIghteenth century, the proper expressIon of masculInIty was essentIal 

for cItIzenshIp and acceptance Into the patrIarchal communIty. rapIsts were consId-

ered to be prIme examples of unmanly devIants expressIng theIr sexualIty outsIde of 

culturally acceptable norms. despIte thIs, rapes often went unpunIshed or Ignored, 

as respectable and oftentImes wealthy men servIng as judges and In jurIes strove to 

protect theIr access to women. the few men they chose to prosecute and execute for 

rape were overwhelmIngly margInalIzed people who refused to conform to accept-

able standards of male behavIor. through crImInal narratIves, accused rapIsts—of-

ten wIth the Input of a mInIster —explaIned theIr crImes In the context of theIr past 

actIons and cIrcumstances, and warned others to conform to acceptable standards. 

the use of crImInal narratIves to emphasIze the gender and socIally devIant behav-

Iors of convIcted rapIsts popularIzed the belIef that It was prImarIly unmanly out-

sIders, rather than respectable patrIarchs, who commItted such crImes.

ConviCt the Deviant
Masculinity and Rape in Early America

KatherIne QuIgley



In the highly patriarchal context of colonial Massachusetts, 
the expression of a proper form of masculinity was crucial 
to one’s position in the male community. Rape is a particu-
larly important example of the ways in which masculinity 
and power interacted, as it expressed gender and sexual 
deviance, but at the same time, remained unpunished by 
judges and juries. An overwhelming majority of late eigh-
teenth century men agreed that convicted rapists were not 
properly masculine, and less respectable men who reject-
ed gender norms earlier in their lives were more believable 
rapists. Earlier expressions of deviant masculinity influ-
enced the court’s decision to convict accused rapists, as it 
made them less sympathetic to the (presumably respect-
able) men on juries who decided their fate. Average men 
saw sexual deviants as more likely to commit rape because 
they did not belong to the male community that strived to 
protect one another and the social system from which they 
all benefitted. Unmanly and sexually deviant rapists, both 
due to their committing rape and their past actions, were 
social outsiders who clearly did not accept community 
standards of behavior and thus threatened the patriarchy.   

Criminal narratives or autobiographies of convicted rapists 
are crucial in highlighting the connections between devi-
ant masculinity, rape, and social order. These criminals 
detailed their life stories and connected their past trans-
gressions of masculine norms to their rape and imminent 
executions. A publisher or minister often provided moral 
commentary or otherwise edited the narratives to empha-
size the dangers of sin or socially unacceptable behavior.1 
They warned other young men to live proper manly lives 
within the bounds of societal norms in order to avoid be-
coming rapists themselves.

Most historians have argued that marginal men were more 
likely to be prosecuted for rape for a number of reasons, 
including their inability to reformulate coerced sex as con-
sensual and the fact that it was less believable that women 
would consent to sex with undesirable men. In this paper, 
I will synthesize this approach with scholarship about 
masculinity in order to demonstrate that gender perfor-
mance and sexual behavior were just as central to the con-
struction of certain men as rapists, as was socio-economic 
status or race. 

Historians also largely agree that elite men insisted on re-
taining privileged access to women, and therefore attempt-
ed to restrict lower status men from accessing these wom-
en. This resulted in an extremely low rate of executions for 
rape overall, but ensured that the overwhelming majority 
of the men convicted of rape were lower class or marginal 
in some way.2 While this is certainly true, there are few 
scholarly works that analyze the impact of criminal narra-
tives on the achievement of this goal. Elite men’s contin-
ued focus on certain types of rape cases improved their 
own access to women. Popularizing the stereotype of the 
poor, nonwhite, sexually deviant rapist masked their own 
participation in sexual violence and emphasized women’s 
need for patriarchal protection. 

In order to understand criminal masculinity, one must 
first understand more prevalent and accepted forms of 
eighteenth-century masculinity. The most respected posi-
tion to which a man in colonial America could aspire to 
was that of a patriarch. This sort of man was independent; 
no one could control him, and he was able to exert control 
over others, particularly women.3 Patriarchs had the au-
thority to use force and intimidation to compel their de-
pendents to obey, but they also had to provide them with 
protection and support.4 In order to achieve this balance 
and effectively exert control over others, an ideal patriarch 
had to be in complete control of both his body and his 
mind.5 A man could only become a patriarch or a head of 
household through financial self-sufficiency. In the eigh-
teenth century, this meant that he had to own his home 
and land.6 At this time, the masculine man became in-
creasingly involved in the activities surrounding his home. 
While women were responsible for household labor, men 
controlled important domestic decision-making.7

Not all men could attain this patriarchal manliness, wheth-
er by virtue of their personal failings, their socioeconomic 
status, or their race. However, they could still reach a level 
of respectability through obedience to manly patriarchs. 

the oldest Wooden jail in america, BarnstaBle, 
massachusetts (courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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Low-status men could demonstrate their limited manli-
ness by conforming to the “natural” social order and obey-
ing their fathers, masters, or employers.8 This idea, while 
not overwhelmingly popular during the Revolution, gained 
increasing support during the constitutional period, as 
Federalists promoted the idea that all citizens, while inde-
pendent, still needed to be under the control of more com-
petent and educated men who had the ability to govern ef-
fectively.9 While many men accepted or at least lived in 
accordance with this model, some slaves believed that the 
best way to reclaim their masculinity was through rebel-
lion or by assaulting their masters as doing so demonstrat-
ed their own manly independence and power.10 One can 
see examples of idealized independent masculinity, as well 
as hierarchical obedience, in criminal narratives, through 
the rapists’ actions as well as in the life paths they rejected.

The narratives of these convicted rapists existed in a con-
text in which very few women reported rapes, and of these 
reported cases, very few resulted in convictions.11 Rape was 
connected to lesser sexual sins and thus very difficult to 
differentiate from ordinary illicit sex.12 Eighteenth-century 
men and women expected that men would use violence 
and force in sex regardless of a woman’s consent.13 Mascu-
line sexuality was dominating and aggressive (although 
ideally, men would practice restraint), while feminine sex-
uality was submissive and dedicated to the man’s plea-
sure.14 The belief that a woman, if she were respectable, 
would feign resistance even in a consensual sexual en-
counter made it even more difficult for women to prove 
the occurrence of a rape.15 Eighteenth-century jurists be-
lieved that women could and would easily lie about rape. 
Consequently, women needed to satisfy a number of crite-
ria in order to be understood as legitimate victims, as did 
their rapists to appear as believable aggressors.16 

Often, claims of rape did not lead to convictions and execu-
tions. The men who published criminal confessions were 
exceptional cases that did not fit the norm in New England 
at this time. Generally, men were unwilling to execute oth-
er men for sexual crimes, even in situations of clearly non-
consensual intercourse.17 

Women rarely reported rapes because rape victims did not 
often receive justice in the courtroom and they faced severe 
consequences if their communities did not believe their 
accounts.18 Because of cultural assumptions about force in 
consensual sexual relationships, accused rapists often 
defended themselves by asserting that the sex was 
consensual, that the female accuser did not physically 
struggle, and that their accuser was of poor moral character 
(and was thus more likely to consent to sex).19 While there 
were obstacles to prosecution, courts did accord respect to 
the testimony of certain victims, particularly if they were 
white and strangers to the rapist.20 Courts would most 
likely believe a woman if she accused someone with whom 
they thought she would never consent to sexual relations.21

Rapists who fit this description of the sexually undesirable 
deviant were among the exceptions who wrote criminal 
narratives. Cultural representations of rape portrayed 
outsiders, including men of color, men of lower social 
status, foreigners, and non-Protestants, as more plausible 
rapists. Such portrayals impacted the types of men initially 
brought to trial as well as their conviction rates.22 Because 
these men did not submit to the control of a normatively 
masculine patriarch, rapes committed by them not only 
threatened the safety of women, but also challenged the 
dominance of the patriarchy itself.23

The greatest concern in the prosecution of rape cases was 
not the disruption that rape caused in the lives of women, 
but rather, as Thomas Foster has argued, its impact on pa-
triarchal authority and orderly social relations. The rapist’s 
primary crime was going against male hierarchical struc-
tures and social order, not harming the victim.24 It is for 
this reason that rapes committed through patriarchal pow-
er (the rapes of slaves and children, for example) often did 
not go to trial.25 Through the confessions of convicted 
rapists,one can see how the rapist connected himself to 
larger concepts of masculinity and society.  

Although one cannot take the confessions of convicted 
rapists at face value, statements such as these can provide 
valuable insight into both how these men viewed them-

“Through the confessions of convicted rapists, one can 
see how the rapist connected himself to larger concepts of 

masculinity and society.”
17
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selves and, perhaps more importantly, what they believed 
their community members wanted to hear. These confes-
sion narratives often followed a similar format wherein the 
accused connects the crime for which he was executed to 
socially unacceptable behaviors. After his conviction, he 
repents, asks God for forgiveness, and calls on others to 
refrain from immoral activities in order to save themselves 
from the same fate. The formulaic nature of these narra-
tives make it difficult to ascertain the sincerity of these 
men’s regret about their actions, but a close examination 
and comparison of these documents reveals differences in 
style and content that gives some insight into how these 
convicted rapists understood their crime. 

One must be wary not only of the influence of others on 
these narratives but also of the rapist’s own motives for 
publishing their life story. In many cases, ministers wrote 
these confession stories with the convict’s input, and as a 
result, the final product often reflected the ministers’ inter-
ests in promoting order and religion.26 Because the narra-
tives are supposedly first person accounts from the rapists 
themselves, one cannot expect them to be objective ac-
counts of facts, but rather reflections of the authors’ per-
ceptions of the world.27 

These criminal narratives originated in New England in 
the late seventeenth century, but they began to focus more 
on sexual crimes toward the end of the eighteenth centu-
ry.28 While earlier narratives paid more attention to crimi-
nal submission and did not go into much detail about the 
criminal’s life, these later narratives placed more impor-
tance on childhood development and, to some extent, cel-
ebrated the criminal’s defiance of authority.29 This was also 
a time of increased popularity of criminal confession nar-
ratives. In contrast to the late eighteenth century, when-
they were published in conjunction with execution ser-
mons, publishers began to sell them independently as 
broadsides and chapter books.30 Criminals described their 

lives and characters in an attempt to explain why they com-
mitted their horrific crimes.31

These autobiographies functioned as both warnings and 
“sensational human interest stories.”32 Even the earliest 
criminal confessions strove to satisfy a “hunger for sensa-
tionalism and story” through the use of taboo subject mat-
ter and vivid imagery.33 These narratives allowed criminals 
to brag about their sexual exploits and their adventurous 
lives.34 Despite this literary function, the ministers and 
publishers who guided their production also desired to im-
part moral lessons to their readers. This is especially true 
of the confessions made by black criminals, who often 
ended their narratives by warning other black people to 
remain obedient slaves, while the confessions of white 
criminals served as warnings to the entire community.35 
Black criminals’ examples also promoted an association 
between blackness and criminality. This association would 
ideally deter white criminality, as the ministers assumed 
that white people would recoil from behavior associated 
with black people.36

In the following pages, I will examine the confession nar-
ratives of three different men who committed their crimes 
and were executed in Massachusetts between 1768 and 
1779. They came from different backgrounds and lived 
very different lives, but all of them possessed deviant mas-
culinities that contributed to their convictions and execu-
tions for rape. These men, as outsiders, did not have the 
social power to use sexual force and violence against wom-
en without consequences.37 While these cases were excep-
tions, as very few rapists were successfully prosecuted, 
they are valuable sources that recount the taboos and be-
havior that constructed certain men as believable rapists at 
a time when very few men were seen as such.  

Each of these cases represents a different type of man who 
was convicted of rape and also a different sort of deviant 

“While these cases were exceptions, as very few rapists 
were successfully prosecuted, they are valuable sources 
that recount the taboos and behavior that constructed 

certain men as believable rapists at a time when very few 
men were seen as such.” 
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masculinity that corresponded to his outsider status. The 
first case, that of Arthur, represents one of the most typical 
cases of convicted rape: the rape of a white woman by a 
black slave. This account portrays him as a rebellious slave, 
unmanly by virtue of being black and dangerous because 
he rejected the constraints of white society. Robert Young’s 
case is also fairly typical because he was a British soldier, 
which designated him, in American eyes, as more likely to 
be a rapist and sexual degenerate.38 Brian Sheehen does 
not fit so easily into the era’s stereotypes of sexual preda-
tors. While he was disreputable and sexually deviant, he 
could appear superficially to be an ordinary white man. 
His case is relevant not because he is representative of an 
obvious subset of men who were more believable rapists, 
but because in his narrative he or a ghostwriter made a 
point to emphasize his unmanliness, sexual deviancy, and 
outsider status—characteristics that eighteenth-century 
Americans did not consider essential to his identity. The 
cases of these three different cases of rapists show the im-
portance of constructing rapists as outsiders.

Arthur was a twenty-one-year-old runaway slave who was 
executed in 1768 for the rape of a white widow, Deborah 
Metcalfe. Although black-on-white rape did not auto- 
matically warrant the death penalty in the colonial period 
as it did after the Civil War, the majority of the men 
executed for rape between 1700 and 1820 were black.39 
Black rapists like Arthur were simultaneously rebellious 
slaves and examples of “human depravity,” and thus 
threatened white masculinity itself.40 The rape of a white 
woman by a black man indicated a sense of manly 
independence that was highly threatening to white men 
living in a race-based hierarchy.41 

When reviewing Arthur’s narrative, one must understand 
his actions within the context of the slave system that Ar-
thur actively rebelled against. His community saw black-
on-white rape as a form of resistance to slavery; Arthur’s 
story served as a confirmation of this assumption. His rape 
of a white woman was only the last of his rebellious actions 
in a lifetime of resistance to his masters’ control.42 Parts of 
his story even seem to glorify his past misdeeds and sexual 
promiscuity, although the narrative (either through Ar-
thur’s change of heart or a minister’s intervention) ulti-
mately rejects this rebellion in favor of orderly white con-
trol.43 He subverted his masters’ authority by stealing from 
them, running away, and otherwise living his life contrary 
to white Christian social norms. While he claimed that he 

was well treated by one of his masters, he continued to 
drink, have illicit sexual relations, and steal, thus contrib-
uting  to the stereotype of the degenerate black man. At 
this time, New Englanders believed that by committing a 
small sin, a person became more willing and likely to com-
mit a more serious transgression, particularly with regard 
to sexual sins like fornication and rape.44 His race added 
another dimension to his crimes, as it was worse for a 
black man to disobey his Christian master whose efforts to 
Christianize and control his slaves would deliver them 
from Hell.45  

Arthur recounted his sexual past as an explanation for his 
rape of Metcalfe. Like his contemporaries, he “regarded 
rape and attempted rape as the end point on a continuum 
of sexual offenses.”46 He had sex with women of different 
races, including white and Native American women, and 
portrayed himself as a man unable to control his lust, 
which fits into the narrative of the sexually aggressive 
black man common in New England at the time.47 His 
Native American sexual partner, “who like the rest of her 
sex was of a very fruitful Invention,” encouraged him to 
run away, and it was only because this woman was 
unavailable that Arthur decided to rape Deborah Metcalfe. 
Other accounts of rape in colonial New England also 
portrayed non-white women as accomplices to the rape of 
white women, and Native Americans in particular as 
leading white and nonwhite men away from God.48 This 
part of Arthur’s narrative portrayed rape as a crime of 
sexual desire, which fit into the common eighteenth 
century understanding of the crime.49 

an early depiction of a man on trial in the late 
18th century (courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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At the end of his confession, Arthur warned “those of my 
own Colour, as they regard their own souls, to avoid Deser-
tion from their Masters, Drunkenness and Lewdness.”50 
This admonition connects directly to the very beginning of 
his life story, where he recalled his very first crime that led 
him down a path of sexual misconduct and crime: running 
away from his master. He instructed other black people to 
obey their masters and accept white authority in order to 
live a long moral life. Black people should not desire free-
dom and instead be content with their lives of obedience to 
white masters; Arthur’s story was an example of the conse-
quences of desiring liberty.51 He associated rape with a 
broader rejection of white authority, although his account 
of the actual act of rape did not examine the racial dynamic 
of a black-on-white rape, as would have been the case in 
the nineteenth century.52 In his warning, Arthur connected 
his fate to racial power dynamics, as he blamed his own 
rebellion for his execution. In this narrative, the rape was 
only one of a long list of crimes that he committed against 
white people and white authority.53 

While it is impossible to know if Arthur truly accepted 
white domination and repented for his crimes against 
white people and the white-dominated social order, it is 
quite possible that the ministers who helped him write 
this confession encouraged him to frame his crime in this 
way to discourage other black men from subverting white 
men’s authority. Arthur thanked Reverend McCarty for his 
“unwearied pains… to awaken me to a proper sense of my 
miserable and wretched condition,” and it is likely that this 
minister coached his testimony.54 It is difficult to believe 
that a man who spent his whole life avoiding slavery and 
disobeying his masters would alter his views so dramati-
cally, even when confronted with death. 

Another preacher, Aaron Hutchinson, also used Arthur’s 
story to warn others, particularly black people, against 
following Arthur’s rebellious example.55 Reverend McCar- 
ty’s own sermon following Arthur’s execution was highly 
sympathetic to Arthur and preached pity and forgiveness.56 
He emphasized a lack of control over one’s fate and God’s 
forgiveness. Neither preacher reveled in the execution of a 
black man for the rape of a white woman, and even the 

victim herself did not want Arthur to be hanged.57 These 
ministers portrayed Arthur’s execution as an essential 
both punishment and a warning to other black people to 
stay in their place. While an individual black man’s 
execution for rape was regrettable, it was necessary to 
maintain a social order that had a considerable stake in 
white supremacy.58 

Another man with a far different, yet nevertheless mar-
ginal, position in colonial Massachusetts’s social hierarchy 
was Robert Young, an Irish-Catholic deserter of the British 
army who was executed in 1779 for the rape of a child. Like 
Arthur, Robert Young saw this rape as the result of a life of 
sexual immorality and sin, a view that ministers of this 
time professed.59 From his youth, Young claimed, he “was 
much inclined to the company of women.”60 He repeated-
ly mentioned his seduction and ruination of numerous 
women throughout his life and made it clear that he would 
go to extreme measures to satisfy his lust, something that 
placed him outside of the community of respectable men.61 

He saw his crime in a broader context of sexual deviancy 
and a lack of regard for women. Every place he went, 
Young “studied to deceive the fair sex, and betrayed a 
young woman in each of them,” an indication of his talent 
for seduction.62 Although at the end of the narrative, he 
predictably repented and asked other young men to avoid 
alcohol and lewd women, throughout his story, he bragged 
about his sexual conquests and did not show any remorse 
for his negative impact on many women.63 

Regardless of his previous sexual exploits, Young’s history 
as a British soldier immediately associated him with sexu-
al immorality and corruption.64 He joined the army be-
cause of his excessive sexuality. When he still lived in Ire-
land, Young’s employer threatened to tell his parents about 
his immoral activity. Young refused to give up alcohol and 
illicit sex and devote himself to business, choosing instead 
to enlist. He even cited the moment he joined a British 
regiment as the time when he “gave myself up to all man-
ner of debauchery.”65 Americans saw British soldiers as 
rapists and, like black men, they were overrepresented in 
print accounts of rape.66 The rape of innocent American 

“In his warning, Arthur connected his fate to racial 
power dynamics, as he blamed his own 

rebellion for his execution.”
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women and girls by the lecherous agents of a corrupt po-
litical system was a powerful tool that Americans used to 
justify their disregard for British authority.67 While this 
may not have been the prime motivation for Young’s con-
viction and execution, this unforgiving image of British 
soldiers nevertheless impacted how members of the jury 
and public thought of Robert Young. 

According to literary scholar Keith Lawrence, Young’s 
sexual behavior reflected his lack of regard for 
“communalism.” Not only was he an outsider in New 
England, but his actions also showed his contemporaries 
that he was also a moral outsider, as he did not care what 
impact his actions had on the community.68 This disregard 
was particularly important at a time when community 
regulation of individuals, particularly with regard to sex, 
was a crucial foundation of societal order. In the previous 
century, the supervision and control of young people likely 
made rape less common, and although societal control 
was weaker in the eighteenth century, town leaders were 
unfriendly towards outsiders who took advantage of their 
daughters and sisters.69 While other men had communities 
and families that protected them from prosecution for 
rape, Young had no one to defend him.70 His marginal 
status prohibited him from manufacturing consent in his 
sexual exploits.71 Rapes committed by lower status 
outsiders and transients whom patriarchs could not 
effectively monitor “signaled the disruptive effects of 
geographic mobility” on social order.72 A lack of familial 
and social connections put Young outside of the 
community of respectable men and, although he was still 

a man, Young’s identity as a poor, sexually deviant, 
transient army deserter served as a threat to patriarchy.73 
Like Young, the majority of the men convicted for rape 
were “outsiders or marginal men” who threatened to bring 
disorder to established patriarchs.74 

Ultimately, Robert Young portrayed himself as a man un-
repentant and unconcerned with the women he harmed. 
He even blamed his early associations with lewd women 
for his drinking problems; while he was originally “an ab-
solute hater of all sorts of strong liquor,” once he began to 
associate with “lewd women,” he “learned to drink to ex-
cess.”75 He paid noticeably little attention to the rape that 
would lead to his death. Instead, Young focused more on 
his young victim’s older sister, who was also his fiancée, a 
woman he “loved without deceit.” He claimed that he 
wanted to stay faithful to his fiancée, Anne Green, but he 
was incapable of restraining his sexual desires. He did not 
reflect on Jane Green, his eleven-year-old victim, but in-
stead apologized to Anne. He did not see his victim or the 
women who he seduced as people whose feelings and pain 
were important, but rather as vehicles for his sexual desire.  
Nor did he truly have any regard for Anne Green, as evi-
denced by his rape of her sister.76 

Although his marginality in colonial New England was 
partially attributable to his poverty and hidden status as an 
army deserter, Young’s confession mainly focused on how 
his sexual behavior differentiated him from the rest of so-
ciety. While one can understand this focus as bragging 
over past sexual conquests, it shows the connection be-
tween unrestrained sexual urges and rape both in Young’s 
eyes and in the eyes of readers. This narrative, along with 
others like it, simultaneously drew from and reinforced 
this cultural assumption. It emphasized the nature of rape 
as a crime committed by unmanly social undesirables un-
able to control their lust, rather than by the powerful men 
who were able to use their positions in society to redefine 
their own coercive sexual actions as consensual.77 

Robert Young’s case is particularly interesting because in 
addition to his short autobiography, he also wrote a poem 
recounting his life and crime. This poem contains many of 
the same themes that he wrote about in his confession. He 
placed responsibility for his fate on his earlier life of sin, 
his lack of regard for religion and his inability to control 
his lust. Throughout the poem, he warned other men to 
avoid a sinful life.78 While in his confession a reader may 
even see the appeal of living as Young did, this poem was 

illustration of the tyBurn galloWs (courtesy of 
wikimedia commons)

21

convict the deviant



more religious in nature and emphasized Satan’s destruc-
tive role in his life, as it was “the grand deceiver” who “led 
[Young] to commit a horrid crime.”79 Young approached 
his life differently in this poem, to make himself appear 
more pitiable. He was a young man “in blooming life” who 
was forced to “write these lines in a gloomy cell” and come 
to terms with his impending death.80 It is primarily a 
warning to other men not to follow in his path, as it could 
only lead to unhappiness, as well as a plea for pity and 
sympathy. While this poem makes it appear as though 
Robert Young saw his execution as inevitable, it also shows 
that he still wanted others not to think the worst of him 
and perhaps even come to his aid and petition for a com-
mutation of his sentence.81 

The 1772 case of Brian Sheehen is another example of a 
marginal and unmanly man’s conviction for rape. Like 
Young, Sheehen was immediately an outsider in New 
England society upon his arrival, as he was raised Catholic 
in Ireland. When he came to Massachusetts for work, he 
hated attending church with his employer’s family, and he 
performed his religious duties “with careless and 
reluctance, as being in a different way from what he had 
been used to,” which Sheehen identified an example of his 
immorally.82 Because eighteenth century New Englanders 
considered devotion to Christianity a bulwark against 
sexual violence, Sheehen’s refusal to worship properly 
could have explained his crime to others.83 His lack of piety 
(specifically worship in one of the “right” churches) 
immediately made him less sympathetic in the eyes of his 

Protestant neighbors.84 Additionally, his reluctance to 
attend church with his employer’s family marked him as a 
disobedient servant and, thus, “a rebel against law and 
proper social ordering.”85

His sexual behavior, although not so brazen as that of Rob-
ert Young, marked Sheehen as a failed patriarch who dif-
fered from respectable men. Although he was married and 
had a child, he chose a sexually immoral wife whom he 
later learned was also married to another man.86 In the 
eighteenth century, a husband was usually at fault for his 
wife’s infidelity because it showed his failure as both a pa-
triarch (who was supposed to be able to control his depen-
dents) as well as a sexual partner (because he was unable 
to completely sexually satisfy his wife).87 Unable to prop-
erly control his wife, Sheehen left her and his child after 
nearly killing his wife’s second husband. Sheehen may 
have intended for this story to gain him sympathy as a 
man wronged by a sexually deviant woman.88 However, his 
account of his wife’s sexual behavior likely harmed his 
reputation and set him apart from more reputable men 
who successfully governed their families. 

In addition to his religion and disreputable family life, 
Sheehen admitted that he was infamous for his “wicked 
profligate” character.89 While a bad character could mean 
any number of things, as he did not define his specific 
actions in great detail, the inclusion of these elements in 
Sheehen’s narrative shows that bad character and 
disreputability were just as important for the men who 
were charged with rape as they were for the women who 
filed charges.90

In contrast, Brian Sheehen’s victim was a reputable mar-
ried mother who suffered physical injuries and cried out 
for help. For members of this community, this assault was 
a clear case of a disreputable, irreligious outsider’s rape of 
a reputable woman. The narrative is different from many 
others, as it focuses a considerable amount of attention on 
the victim and the actual act of rape, as Sheehen recounted 
the events of the night in detail.91

The Attorney General proclaimed that he had never seen a 
clearer case of rape than this one. Not only was the woman 
respectable and the physical act fulfilled all of the necessary 
legal requirements to be considered a rape, but Sheehen 
had an admittedly bad reputation and he was an outsider 
in the community. Brian Sheehen was the perfect example 
of degenerate manhood: he was an Irish Catholic, he had 

an example of an 18th century trial, similar to the 
one the defendants in this study faced (courtesy 
of wikimedia commons)
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previously been in jail, and he had no family ties or 
dependents.92 While Arthur and Robert Young were 
threats because they operated outside of and in opposition 
to patriarchy, Brian Sheehen tried to achieve respectable 
masculinity but was ultimately a failure of a man.  This 
case reveals the importance of a man’s failure to fulfill 
masculine ideals to the public’s image of him as a criminal. 

In the time between his conviction and when this narrative 
was published, Sheehen claimed to renounce his Catholi-
cism and show an interest in proper Protestant religion, 
but it is unlikely that his conversion was authentic given 
the religious function of these confessions. The man, like-
ly a minister, who helped Brian Sheehen put together this 
autobiography, would clearly have used this occasion to 
bring as many sinners as possible to Christ.93 There was 
no better example than a sinning Catholic to show that 
anyone could find the true religion.

Despite their differences, all of these confessions follow a 
similar format and contain many of the same forms of 
gendered behavior. Each of these narratives conform to so-
cietal assumptions about rape. The convicted rapists all 
represent a rejection of or a failure to attain a prescribed 
masculine identity. From the first lines of their narratives, 
it is clear that they are disreputable men. Arthur was a 

slave, the lowest position in colonial New England’s social 
hierarchy, and Sheehen and Young were Irish Catholics, 
religious deviants and ethnic outsiders. Throughout their 
lives, these men exhibited unchristian behavior through 
fornication, indulgence in alcohol, theft and deception. 
Their inability to control themselves and their willingness 
to go to extremes to satisfy their desire showed their lack of 
masculinity.94 While these narratives primarily placed the 
blame for their fates on the criminals themselves, they also 
employed female temptresses who hastened their path to 
sinfulness. Arthur ran away with the aid of his Native 
American mistress, women taught Robert Young to enjoy 

alcohol, and the infidelity of Brian Sheehen’s wife humili-
ated him and ruined his efforts to be a proper patriarch. All 
of these components of the narratives signal that these 
men were marginal and outside of the bounds of accept-
able male behavior.95

These autobiographies also contain examples of proper pa-
triarchal and masculine behavior to contrast with the con-
demned rapists. All of these men scorned society through 
their rejection of the kind and forgiving patriarchs who 
gave them many opportunities to live respectable lives. 
Even after he ran away for a year, Arthur’s master “received 
[him] kindly;” Brian Sheehen’s employer tried to save his 
soul and bring him to Christ despite his lack of interest; 
and Robert Young reacted to his early employer’s and par-
ents’ concern over his illicit sexuality by enlisting in the 
British army and leaving Ireland.96

At the ends of their lives, upon reflection of their misdeeds 
(or at the behest of the others who contributed to the writ-
ing of these narratives and wanted to put forth a message 
promoting community order and stability), these men ac-
cepted ministerial authority through repentance. Although 
their disobedience and lack of respect for patriarchs had 
only brought them pain and hardship in this world, their 
eventual acceptance of patriarchal authority by apologizing 

and thanking ministers for reforming them, presumably 
would help them find peace in the next life.

The average eighteenth century man could likely identify 
with these criminals and the patriarchs they rejected. Be-
cause these narratives functioned both as moral warnings 
and sensational adventure stories, men could simultane-
ously identify with the criminals, feel superior to them 
and use their story as a cautionary tale.97 These criminals 
exhibited what Thomas Foster called a “masculine coun-
ter-norm” of individuality that readers might have consid-
ered legitimate.98 Although they were unable to restrain 

“While a modern reader may associate sexual aggression 
with rape, to law-abiding men as well as these criminals, 

this powerful sexuality was the most socially acceptable 
part of these narratives.”
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themselves, as good and masculine men would, their ag-
gressive sexuality was typical and virile.99 While a modern 
reader may associate sexual aggression with rape, to law-
abiding-men as well as these criminals, this powerful sex-
uality was the most socially acceptable part of these narra-
tives.100 They all clearly showed an intense desire to have a 
woman, both as a sexual partner and as a dependent they 
could control. Although they showed no indication of 
wanting to protect and provide for a woman, they did ac-
cept certain aspects of their expected role as patriarchs. 
Arthur sexually mastered his “squaw,” Robert Young 
planned to marry Anne Green, and Brian Sheehen was 
already married and had a son. Just as respectable men 
would, these rapists used women’s bodies to assert their 
masculine identities. But in this case, because they did not 
have women readily available to them to satisfy their lust, 
they instead resorted to rape.101 For the readers of these 
confession narratives, these qualities indicated that these 
rapists were masculine, at least to an extent, and they 
could thus identify with these “anti-heroes.”102  

At the same time, however, a critical component of all of 
these narratives was the rapists’ lack of other markers of 
masculinity, a factor that considerably impacted the out-
comes of their lives. It made them more believable rapists, 
precluding any sort of community defense, and increasing 
the feasability of a rape accusation. For example, while 
they may have exhibited a desire to control women and 
families, none of these men cared for dependents. Arthur 
had many sexual partners but, because he was a slave, 
could never have a socially acceptable family or depen-
dents. Robert Young showed some interest becoming a 
husband and father with community roots, but he sabo-
taged his own efforts at achieving an appropriate mascu-
line identity by raping his fiancée’s sister. Brian Sheehen 
came closest to approaching respectable masculinity, as he 
was married and had children, but his wife’s infidelity 
brought his manhood into question.103 Because a man’s 
respectability as a citizen was tied to his marital status and 
possession of dependents, the lack of a traditional family 
life among these men at the time of their trials made them 
particularly suspicious.104 Their sexual behavior was, in the 
eyes of other eighteenth century men, linked to this lack of 
family life because they did not have the “self- mastery” 
necessary to head and maintain an orderly household. And 
because they were not properly married, their masculine 
sexual energy could only be directed towards immoral pur-
poses.105 Their bachelor status, even before they were ac-
cused of rape or any of the details of their sex lives became 
public knowledge, made them suspected sexual deviants. 

These men could not be proper husbands because of their 
lack of self-control and because they were not husbands, 
they had no proper outlet for their sexual desires.106  

These rape narratives indicate that accused rapists knew 
that their lifestyles did not meet the standards of respect-
able male behavior. Even accounting for the influence of 
ministers, these rapists’ lives contradicted social norms in 
almost every way. They were not acceptable husbands and 
fathers, they were not independent householders, and they 
did not exercise restraint in their sexual lives.107 Their lack 
of masculinity precluded these men from full acceptance 
into the male community and made them outsiders in an 
extremely community-oriented society. Because male sex-
uality was naturally aggressive, men either needed to be 
able to control themselves or be under the protection and 
control of a man who could. Convicted rapists both proved 
themselves incapable of self-mastery and were, at the time 
they committed their rapes, independent and uncon-
trolled. This understanding of rape made Arthur, Robert 
Young and Brian Sheehen appear more likely to be rapists, 
and certainly contributed to their deaths. 

By telling their stories (or having their stories told) in these 
criminal autobiographies, these rapists contributed to the 
conception of a rapist as a deviant outsider. Because these 
narratives reached such a large audience, they were ex-
tremely effective in reinforcing popular understandings of 
rape and solidified the association between certain un-
manly men and rape. This made it even more difficult for 
people to accept patriarchs and elite men as rapists, as the 
sexual deviance and outsider status associated with rapists 
were not consistent with the image of a respectably mascu-
line patriarch. 

By blaming rape on unmanly, low-status men, elites could 
continue to coerce women into sex without understanding 
these sexual encounters as rape. It was not until second 
wave feminism that women began to question this as-
sumption and demand a change in how society views sex-
ual assault. Even today, it is difficult for people to concep-
tualize of ordinary men as rapists. Many still assume that 
outsiders, modern versions of Arthur, Young and Sheehen, 
are responsible for the majority of rapes when, in reality, 
women are most vulnerable to attacks by acquaintances, 
friends, family, and romantic partners.108 Criminal narra-
tives played an important role in reinforcing the construc-
tion of rapists as false men, and thus allowed real rapists, 
both past and present, to escape suspicion. 
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Reducing gReenhouse gas emissions is the only way to mitigate the consequences of 

climate change. in spite of this knowledge, cuRing the woRld’s addiction to fossil 

fuels has pRoven to be a heRculean task. inteRnational agReements aRe limited in 

scope, and national goveRnments have failed to enact laws that would sufficiently 

Reduce domestic emissions. in addition, most individuals aRe hesitant to make the 

necessaRy sacRifices that would Reduce peRsonal emissions. while political, econom-

ic, and technological factoRs aRe the most appaRent baRRieRs to RefoRm, climate 

change can also be undeRstood as a moRal failuRe. fRom a psychological standpoint, 

moRality is an emotional belief that stems fRom inteRpeRsonal Relationships. the 

unpRecedented scope of climate change has exposed the limits of the Relational un-

deRstanding of moRality. we have been unable to fRame ouR Relationship with the 

biospheRe in a manneR that elicits a stRong enough moRal Response to lead to deci-

sive action. this papeR does not attempt to offeR a solution, but hopes instead to Re-

veal the moRal implications of climate inaction.

A ClimAte of inACtion
Limitations of a Relational Understanding of Morality

Juliana butRon



In December 2015, the United Nations Climate Change 
Conference was hosted in Paris. Delegates from 195 coun-
tries reached an agreement that would commit most of the 
world’s nations to reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 
Regarding the deal, President Barack Obama said, “We’ve 
shown that the world has both the will and the ability to 
take on this challenge.” The participation of nearly 200 
countries in the Paris Agreement shows that the global 
community certainly has the “will” to combat climate 
change, but whether it has the “ability” to do so remains to 
be seen. Even though the Paris agreement is a step in the 
right direction, climate scientists acknowledge that it will 
not limit global greenhouse gas emissions sufficiently to 
be able to prevent the most disastrous consequences of cli-
mate change. However, even this admittedly limited agree-
ment can be considered a diplomatic miracle, since simi-
lar talks in Copenhagen in 2009 ended in failure.1 

The rise of the environmental movement has motivated 
individuals and policy actors, both national and interna-
tional, to seek solutions to environmental problems. The 
modern environmental movement came about in the 
1960’s. Consequently, today’s adults are more likely to be 
aware of the environmental impact of their choices than 
their parents or grandparents. In the 1970s, the United 
States Congress responded to these growing concerns by 
chartering a sprawling regulatory apparatus: the Environ-
mental Protection Agency, or EPA. In the 1980s, the Unit-
ed Nations responded to the issue of ozone depletion by 
chartering the Montreal Protocol. The countries of the 
United Nations, plus Vatican City, have all ratified the trea-
ty, which entails limiting the production and emission 
chemicals that are harmful to the ozone layer.2 While the 
Montreal Protocol shows global environmental coopera-
tion is certainly possible, crafting an effective response to 
climate change has been extremely difficult. When placed 
in the context of the catastrophic effects of climate change, 
even the much-lauded Paris Agreement proves inexcus-
ably inadequate. International and domestic efforts to re-
duce carbon emissions lack impact. This governmental 
failure should come as no surprise. Government actors are 
hardly keen on spending their political capital on policy 
that would demand immediate costs and delayed benefits. 

That being said, the blame does not fall on politicians 
alone. Individuals have failed to make the necessary sacri-
fices that would reduce personal emissions. It is no secret 
that human behaviors have caused irreparable damage to 
the biosphere, yet persistent inaction betrays an atmo-
sphere of feigned ignorance. On the surface, the re-
sponse—or lack thereof—to climate change reflects either 
an inherent deficiency in the moral sense, or some wide-
spread moral decline. Morality plays a major role in the 
way we understand climate change, but environmental 
apathy is not borne from immorality. In order to properly 
understand the issue, it is essential to unwrap the role of 
the moral sense in the decision-making process. In doing 
so, it becomes evident that it is not a lack of morality that 
has caused our failure to implement comprehensive global 
climate change reform. Rather, humanity’s inability to rec-
oncile its relational sense of morality with the unprece-
dented scale of climate change bears the blame.

The philosophical and theological notion of morality is 
couched in an abstract notion of divine perfection. Conse-
quently, immorality can be understood as deviation from 
divine perfection. In contrast, anthropologist Alan Fiske 
explores morality by studying relationships. Fiske found 
that moral beliefs across cultures could be categorized into 
four relational models.3 The relational models classify the 
myriad of social interactions that elicit moral sentiment, 
and they unpack the evolutionary basis of moral norms. 
The first model, communal sharing, reflects the open ex-
change of resources within a group. The second model, 
authority-ranking, encourages morality through linear hi-
erarchies.4 The third model, equality-matching, views mo-
rality in reciprocal terms, and the final model, market-pric-
ing, defines morality through legal systems and economic 
valuation.5 While the global climate crisis has been thor-
oughly investigated through scientific and economic 
framework, this paper will attempt to unwrap the issue 
using Fiske’s relational models. This paper’s understand-
ing of Fiske’s work is based on cognitive scientist Steven 
Pinker’s understanding of the relational models as de-
scribed in his book The Better Angels of Our Nature. The 
models explain certain behaviors which influence decision 
making, while also revealing certain biases which hinder 

“[I]t is humanity’s inability to reconcile its relational 
sense of morality with the unprecedented scale of 

climate change.”
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man hugging redWood tree in national park 
(courtesy of wikimedia commons)

the decision-making process. By exploring these associat-
ed behaviors and biases, it becomes apparent that morality 
has the potential to both encourage and encumber effec-
tive action in the global climate crisis.

To begin with, communal sharing encourages the free 
sharing of resources within a given group. The group is 
seen as eternal; thus, no record is kept of how resources 
are exchanged, nor are resources given with the expecta-
tion of anything in return. The group is seen as pure, and 
anything that threatens the group is perceived as contami-
nating its sanctity. In certain communities, this sense of 
morality is rationalized through creation myths that sanc-
tify land, kin relationships, and spiritual beliefs.6 Relation-
ships based on communal sharing tend to prompt feel-
ings of comfort, unity, and love. Arguments in favor of 
conservation find their moral bedrock in the communal 

understanding of morality. In the United States, the act of 
Congress that created the first federally managed public 
park provides no justifications for the land’s conservation. 
Instead, it reads that land, which would eventually become 
Yellowstone National Park, must be “dedicated and set 
apart” for exclusively “the benefit and enjoyment of the 
people.”7 The National Parks system is based on the idea 
that certain untouched terrains are part of the nation’s pat-
rimony. The right of the American people to enjoy these 
spaces exceeds any profits from the terrain’s hypothetical 
use and development. Their existence is not contingent 
upon any extraneous factors because they are understood 
as common heirlooms. As symbols of a shared national 
heritage, they are imbued with emotion. The idea of stuff-
ing the Grand Canyon with nuclear waste, hacking Califor-
nia’s redwoods for timber, or covering Yosemite Valley in 
cul-de-sacs feels repulsively immoral. Irresponsible waste 
management, logging, and urban development ceaselessly 
besmirch pristine wilderness the world over. Thus, it 
would be inherently immoral to threaten their purity ac-
cording to the communal sharing model. 

Altruism may have evolved as a result of shared interests. 
Humans were more likely to survive in groups; therefore it 
is in an individual’s best interest to support the individual 
members of said group. When feelings of sympathy, em-
pathy, and guilt are especially strong, individuals are moti-
vated to alleviate this suffering. Doctrines of human rights 
stem from the theoretical expansion of a “circle of empa-
thy” to the entire global community. The communal shar-
ing model can be applied to climate change if we view it 
through the lens of human rights. Each member of our 
global community, present and future, is entitled to a cer-
tain environmental standard of living. As global citizens 
we have the ability to empathize with our fellow humans 
by virtue of our shared humanity. The problem with altru-
ism lies in its limited scope. Our circles of empathy are 
strongest within prescribed circles of familiarity.8 

Herein lies the dark side of communal sharing. The same 
feelings and behaviors that strengthen community bonds 
also serve to minimize the needs of individuals outside of 
the community. Patriotism is the result of geopolitical 

“The crucial caveat of communal sharing is that 
resources can only be freely shared when the community 

does not feel threatened.”
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knowledge filtered through feelings of national unity. 
However, while it encourages a communal sense of re-
sponsibility for the entire nation, patriotism could easily 
devolve into xenophobic jingoism. If we understand the 
nation as a communal group, anyone outside of the pre-
scribed community is labeled an outsider. The crucial ca-
veat of communal sharing is that resources can only be 
freely shared when the community does not feel threat-
ened. When resources are abundant, the network can 
share resources without fear and even expand its circle of 
care to include outsiders. When resources are threatened, 
the needs of the community are paramount to the needs of 
outsiders, which may also explain why norms tend to be 
more rigid in times of crisis and relaxed in times of stabil-
ity. If resources are especially scarce, former insiders 
might find themselves on the margins, or worse, excluded 
altogether. Before the advent of agriculture, cycles of abun-
dance and scarcity were nearly impossible to predict. Com-
munities with the ability to exclude ensured their mem-
bers’ survival, thus passing this trait on to subsequent 
generations. In the past, exclusion ensured a community’s 
survival. Today, elements of kin protection create biases that 
limit cooperation. 

If resources are understood as scarce, one group’s survival 
is contingent upon the failure of another. The “mythical 
fixed-pie” is the result of this understanding of scarcity. If 
two groups understand that resources are limited, they 
each view their situation as a zero-sum game. Any benefit 
for the other group is perceived as an inherent loss— 
hence the “fixed pie” metaphor. This negates the existence 
of mutually beneficial tradeoffs.9 The “fixed-pie” fallacy is 
especially cumbersome in environmental conflict resolu-
tion, because every hypothetical solution involves some 
sort of a mutually beneficial tradeoff. International climate 
change negotiations are a minefield of mythical fixed-pies. 
No nation would eagerly decrease its standard of living in 
order to increase the standard of another. This understand-
ing fails to grasp the global scope of the issue. Our com-
munity-based thinking limits our ability to grasp the full 
implications of the universal problem. The potential harm 
of continued inaction is far worse than any sacrifice. 

It is beyond any scientific doubt that greenhouse gas emis-
sions cause global warming, yet neither international insti-
tutions nor national governing bodies have created policy 
that sufficiently cuts emissions. Any responses, on an indi-
vidual level, have been far too limited to constitute a trend 
towards reduction. There are many reasons for an indi-
vidual or governing body to oppose emission reduction, 

but the communal sharing model of morality helps ex-
plain why those who theoretically support emissions re-
ductions are hesitant when it comes to action. The issue 
with climate change is that the scale is so large that it is 
easy to view those who will suffer as “other.” For the vast 
majority of the world’s emitters, the impact of climate 
change is either geographically or temporally distant. It is 
difficult for people to sacrifice the immediate needs of the 
group for the needs of outsiders because those needs are 
perceived as less important that the needs of the immedi-
ate community. 

Empathy, sympathy, guilt, and trust are the emotional 
pillars of communal sharing relationships. The communal 
sharing model helps explain the moral dimensions of the 
emotions associated with intimacy; therefore, this model’s 
scope is largely limited to individuals and their immediate 
communities. The communal sharing understanding of 
morality is often the first to emerge in a given society. 
Once a community exceeds the boundaries governable by 
communal sharing, the authority-ranking model of 
morality emerges to govern our relationships with 
individuals outside of our circle of empathy. The second of 
Fiske’s models, authority-ranking, is less intimate in its 
scope. Relationships based on authority-ranking 
understand morality as respect for a linear hierarchy. It is 
considered immoral to violate authority paradigms, 
whether they are based on age, gender, physical appearance, 
wealth or any other signifier of importance.10 The moral 
weight of hierarchy might stem from a primordial need for 
protection. Group dynamics played a fundamental role in 
human evolution. As previously mentioned, the survival of 
the individual is contingent upon the survival of the group. 

gloBal action day in copenhagen (courtesy of 
wikimedia commons)
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It may have been in an individual’s best interest to respect 
a hierarchy of physical dominance to ensure the group’s 
survival, and as such the survival of the individual. An 
unwise challenge to the hierarchy could mean expulsion. 
Authority-ranking became especially important, as 
societies grew to a scale no longer governable by communal 
sharing. Monarchies, theocracies, and dictatorships 
maintained political control through a hierarchical 
understanding of morality— it is immoral for an individual 
to question one’s superiors. Though the importance of 
authority-ranking has waned, these relationships emerge 
in the feeling of respect. An individual may know that theft 
is wrong, but when the victim is elderly, the crime feels 
especially heinous. We are taught to respect the elderly, 
and any violation of that respect feels inherently immoral. 

Aspects of climate change inaction find their roots in sim-
ilar behavioral fossils. While corporate and political inter-
ests are massive hurdles, respect for the authority of these 
forces is not the cause of inaction. The scale and scope of 
the climate crisis is such that it requires political action. It 
is impossible for individuals, families, and communities 
to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions without the gov-
ernment playing a role. Individuals will only use public 
transportation if there is a practical and efficient option in 
their area, and even then, it is still the government’s re-
sponsibility to regulate the fleet’s emissions. It would be 
naive to think that businesses small and large would risk 
their economic viability to reduce their emissions un-
prompted. The government has an essential role to play; 
yet, for the most part, it has been absent. Some politicians 
and government officials explicitly deny the overwhelming 
evidence linking it to man-made greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Others believe the science, but continue to give 
other issues precedence. According to philosopher Hans 
Jonas, the government cannot meet the needs of this “new 
imperative” because the scope of politics is limited to the 
present.11 In contrast, the scientific community under-
stands the urgency of this issue and vehemently encour-
ages reform, but finds itself powerless without the support 
of the government. Understanding and discovery are the 
primary objectives of scientific research; it is not the place 
of scientists to make their findings palatable to the general 
public. Scientific findings must be mediated through so-
cial disciplines in order to fully understand their implica-
tions for society at large. Scientific concepts are difficult 
for the general public to understand, meaning that it is 
also difficult to glean emotion from data sets.12 The issue is 
a lack of authority, and a failure on the part of interested 
parties—namely, scientists—to fill the gap. This authority 

vacuum may be the result of a vestigial sense of respect for 
political authority. Politicians have the power to act; there-
fore, it is their responsibility to do so. Because politicians 
are the authority regarding law and social cohesion, they 
yield greater social authority; consequently, their apparent 
inaction on climate change reverberates across society.

The third of Fiske’s models, equality-matching, is based 
primarily on the rationalization of feelings associated with 
fairness. Equality-matching relationships express morality 
through reciprocity. It may have evolved as a form of 
strengthening group commitment through reciprocity. 
The Code of Hamurabi—one of the earliest documented 
codes of law—was based entirely on a reciprocal under-
standing of moral behavior. In our own interpersonal rela-
tionships, equality-matching is often expressed through 
language of fairness: the fairest way to decide between two 
individuals is to flip a coin, or allow everyone to take turn, 
but it is unfair, and thus immoral, to allow all but one per-
son to take a turn. Equality-matching also establishes the 
core of various religious moral dogmas in the form of “the 
golden rule”; one should treat others as one would like to 
be treated.13 While communal sharing helps explain empa-
thy within prescribed groups, equality-matching helps ex-
plain why people feel empathy or sympathy towards others 
outside of their immediate communities. 

Questions of resource management and environmental 
justice are primarily framed through the reciprocal under-
standing of morality. It is perceived as unfair for the cost of 
a product to exclude its environmental impact. Equality-
matching in environmentalism is especially apparent in 
the realm of sustainability. It is unfair, thus immoral, to 
sacrifice the environmental stability of the future for the 
comfort of the present. Conservatives, while not necessar-
ily against sustainability, tend to oppose regulation. Politi-
cal psychologists propose that conservatives might register 
environmental degradation as inherently unfair to future 
generations, but place equal importance upon moral be-
liefs such as sanctity and respect for authority.14 Conserva-
tives might perceive regulation as a threat to the freedoms 
espoused by traditional liberalism, the purity of which is 
more important than protecting the environment from 
harm. Increased regulation might also prevent the nation 
from achieving its full economic potential, which would 
reduce the nation’s wealth, and potentially threaten Amer-
ican exceptionalism. In an op-ed in The New York Times, 
Professor Robb Willer proposes that conservatives could 
be persuaded to prioritize environmental issues if the is-
sues were framed in terms of communal sharing or au-
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thority-ranking.15 While this rhetorical reframing could 
potentially add legions of environmentalists, as previously 
shown, communal sharing and authority-ranking are also 
rife with biases that limit reform. 

Equality-matching demonstrates the manner in which 
suspicions of unfair behavior may hinder cooperation be-
tween potential allies. A study of fairness in capuchin 
monkeys reveals the extent to which perceptions of unfair-
ness could sabotage negotiations. In the experiment, two 
groups of monkeys were given tokens to purchase food. 
Some monkeys would insert a token and receive sweet and 
delicious grapes, while others would receive presumably 
less desirable cucumbers. Once the ‘cucumber’ group be-
came aware that they were getting a worse deal than the 
‘grape’ group, the monkeys refused to cash their tokens 
and flung them at the researchers out of spite.16 The ratio-
nal choice would have been to begrudgingly enjoy the cu-
cumbers, because being fed beats hunger. Instead, the 
monkeys chose to go hungry, rather than acquiesce to this 
unfair deal. Sometimes it feels better to suffer than to en-
dure the indignity of injustice. The capuchin experiment 
serves as a microcosm for some of the conflicts that plague 
earth systems governance. Global cooperation is a Hercu-
lean task because nations are paralyzed by the fear of 
agreeing to an unfair deal. Any sort of climate change re-
form involves sacrifice, but no one nation wants to feel that 
it is sacrificing more than another. Like the capuchins, a 
state would rather sabotage negotiations by refusing to co-
operate than agree to an unfair deal. The baggage of colo-
nialism reflects the difficulty of earth systems governance. 
The former imperial nations have greatly benefited from 
the development spurred by environmentally inefficient 
industrialization. If emission regulations were applied 
uniformly, the former colonial nations would bear an un-
just burden. Regulations would mean that the less “devel-
oped” nations of “the global South” would have to sacrifice 
their own development to cover the environmental costs of 
the “global North’s” rapacious development. Any sort of 
deal would need to take this climate of economic inequal-
ity into consideration.17 Earth systems governance cannot 
be perceived as a new form of Imperialism. The challenge 
lies in crafting regulations that suit each nation’s particu-
lar need and stage of economic development. Even so, this 

would not solve the problem for fairness because the ap-
propriation of resources is rife with distributional con-
flicts. No one wants to receive the short end of the stick in 
an unfair deal. 

The final model of morality responds to these discrepancies 
in valuation. Fiske’s fourth model of morality, market-
pricing, is contingent upon civil society. This model 
depends on applied knowledge of literacy and numeracy.18 
Market-pricing involves the uniform application of values. 
This is most apparent in the development of systems of 
currency. Both a ten-dollar bill and hundred-dollar bill cost 
the same amount of money to produce, but the hundred-
dollar is imbued with greater value by the US Treasury. It 
would be immoral, and extremely confusing, for someone 
to adjust the value of a certain bill based on circumstances. 
Cognitive scientist Steven Pinker believes that market-
pricing is tied to German sociologist Max Weber’s rational-
legal mode of social legitimation, which describes a system 
of norms based on reason and implemented by laws. Like 
Fiske’s market-pricing, Weber’s rational-legal mode places 
value upon social interactions. Both market-pricing and 
rational-legal refer to the same type of morality, because 
they both use reason to designate value. These models are 
especially pertinent in the rule of law. Communal sharing 
relationships are not concerned with law, because 
resources are freely shared without the expectation of 
anything in return. Law dictated by authority-ranking 
would designate an illegal act as one that subverts the 
hierarchy. Codes of law based on equality-matching would 
define justice as “an eye for an eye.” Rational-legal systems 
place values upon certain behaviors, and execute justice 
accordingly. Punishment based on equality-matching 
would parallel the crime, while punishment based on 
market-pricing is based on the legal system’s valuation of 
the crime. 

The basis for the market-pricing understanding of morali-
ty manifests itself in the rational organization of civil soci-
ety; market-pricing is morality couched in reason. Laws 
and obligations characterize the market-pricing model. 
Such values are socially constructed; they must be learned 
and taught. Market-pricing provides the basis for any ratio-
nal organization, corporation, or system of law. Population 

“Global cooperation is a Herculean task because nations 
are paralyzed by the fear of agreeing to an unfair deal.”
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control would also fall into this category, because it in-
volves the valuation of individual lives in relation to the 
earth’s ability to sustain those lives. Furthermore, the 
mere concept of earth systems governance is contingent 
upon this understanding or morality. Rational proposals 
for emission regulation, whether cap-and-trade, taxation, 
carbon offset or pricing reform, involve some sort of valu-
ation—or revaluation—of carbon emissions. The philo-
sophical underpinnings of earth systems governance are 
based on utilitarian morality. Utilitarian morality falls un-
der the framework of market-pricing because the value of 
morality is determined by the ability to do the greatest 
good for the greatest number.19 Successful earth systems 
governance is measured through this utilitarian metric. 
The problem becomes defining “the good” and determin-
ing the particular definition of “the most good.” The par-
ticipation of 195 countries in the Paris agreement reflects 
the consensus that reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
would do the most good for the most people—present and 
future. It is no longer a question of whether governments, 
institutions, and individuals should respond to the global 
climate crisis, but a question of how these players will re-
spond. The definition of a “good” response would require 
rational analysis, but even the most diligent of analysts are 
not immune to bias. 

The trolley dilemma shows how certain evolutionary predis-
positions impact the application of utilitarian morality.20 A 
runaway trolley, full of passengers, can only be stopped by 
pulling a lever. This lever would activate another trolley on 
a perpendicular track, halting the first trolley. A single pas-
senger sits in the second trolley. By pulling the lever, the 
passenger in the second would die upon impact; conse-
quently, the group of passengers on the first trolley would 
survive. Most people involved in the scenario would sur-
vive, ensuring the greatest good for the greatest number. 
When faced with this dilemma, most people would choose 
to pull the lever—making the rational choice. In the sec-
ond part of the dilemma, there is no longer a lever or a 
second trolley. Instead, there is an especially large person 
standing next to the track. Pushing this person into the 
tracks would stop the packed runaway trolley-making it the 
rational choice. Yet most participants faced with second 
scenario would be unable to make this choice. Cognitively, 
participants knew that the best outcome would stem from 
pushing the large person in front of the trolley, but they 
could not bring themselves to hypothetically kill an inno-
cent person. The thought of hypothetically pushing some-
one in front of a trolley is felt with far greater emotional 
immediacy than merely pulling a lever.21 Pulling the lever 

feels like the more rational choice, but pushing someone 
into a trolley’s path feels like an immoral choice. 

The trolley dilemma shows that while the theoretical idea 
of utilitarian morality is based on reason, the particulars of 
implementation are complicated by unavoidable emotion. 
The same applies to rational solutions for the global cli-
mate crisis. Rational solutions work well in the abstract, 
but the implementation of rational solutions requires indi-
vidual choices. The trolley dilemma shows that individuals 
are more likely to understand morality in terms of their 
personal choices, as opposed to the net outcomes of those 
choices. While conventional wisdom argues that emotion-
al decision-making is inherently irrational, rational choic-
es are inextricably linked to emotion.22 Probabilistic con-
siderations are filtered through the mind, which charges 
raw external information with emotional meaning. Pro-
cesses that appear rational and calculated are actually 
based upon unsettlingly unquantifiable factors. Market-
priced systems of valuation only “make sense” because our 
emotions define them as such. Perhaps market-pricing is 
not necessarily more rational, but merely rationalized in a 
more sophisticated way. 

Fiske’s frameworks constitute environmentalism’s moral 
bedrock, but they do so without the emotional immediacy 
of interpersonal relationships. Communal sharing ex-
plains our love of natural spaces, but it is hard to imagine 
anyone dying for a national park. Authority-ranking might 

german comic depicting a politician denying 
cliamte cahnge, saying, “climate change? it 
doesn’t exist” (courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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spur some to take responsibility for the environment, but 
preexisting hierarchies dissuade many more from taking 
action. Equality-matching explains doctrines of environ-
mental justice, but individuals are unlikely to be motivated 
unless they are personally victimized by said injustice. 
Doctrines of environmental regulation are contingent 
upon market-pricing, but they fail to address the emotion-
al complexities that define rational choices. The relational 
models evolved over time to allow for the creation of moral 
relationships outside of an individual’s immediate circle; 
yet, the trolley dilemma shows that the emotionally imme-
diate trumps the abstract. Decisions are contingent upon 
emotion, and that which is immediately present dictates 
an individual’s emotional purview.

The failure to limit climate change elucidates the limita-
tions of a relational understanding of morality. While its 
impact will be felt across the political, economic, and social 
landscapes, climate change is also a moral issue. Fiske’s 
models shows that morality is determined through emo-
tions elicited by interpersonal relationships, and the inten-
sity of our moral feelings are determined by the immedia-
cy of the relationship. Climate change is an issue that 
violates a relational understanding of morality. Our limited 
moral scope has not caught up to the reach of our actions.23 
In the past, judgment was a matter of immediate causality. 
It is difficult to judge the behaviors associated with climate 
change as immoral because the impact of our actions are 
not felt with the same emotional immediacy as the rela-
tionships outlined in Fiske’s models. The issue is that 
these models depict moral norms; environmentally detri-
mental behaviors do not necessarily violate moral norms. 
There is no perception of immorality. 

The solution to climate inaction rests in overcoming the 
relational understanding of morality that characterizes hu-
man relationships. Relational morality no longer applies to 
the new anthropocentric paradigm. Without a broader un-
derstanding of morality on the part of the individual, at-
tempts at reform at the institutional level are doomed to 
fail. Rethinking morality is a herculean task, but not en-
tirely unprecedented. Every successive relational model 
arose as a matter of need. Communal sharing is a product 
of humanity’s inherent sociability, while subsequent mod-
els are the product of its adaptability. Authority-ranking and 
equality-matching emerged in response to the growing 
needs of developing societies. In Europe, market-pricing 
began its current dominance during the age of reason. 
When societies enter periods of relative stability and sur-
vival is all but assured, definitions of “the good life” be-

come more complicated. Human definitions of morality, 
or valuation of one relational model over the other, are con-
stantly in flux. Morality can be adapted and adopted to 
ones given circumstance, and thankfully, humans can be 
quite adaptable. 
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NeoNicotiNoids, such as thiamethoxam (tmx) aNd its metabolite clothiaNidiN (clo), 

are widely used iNsecticides commoNly coated oN plaNtiNg seeds. due to their coN-

tamiNatioN of waterways, their accumulatioN iN aquatic orgaNisms is ofteN lethal 

aNd possibly coNtributes to the decliNe of hoNey bees. iN order to uNderstaNd the 

distributioN of tmx aNd clo iN aN agricultural-urbaN-mixed impacted stream, their 

levels iN sedimeNts from seveN locatioNs aloNg stroubles creek, blacksburg were iN-

vestigated. the sedimeNt samples were extracted usiNg liquid/solid extractioN, 

cleaNed up usiNg psa, aNd aNalyzed oN a liquid chromatography-taNdem mass spec-

trometer (uplc/ms/ms). the followiNg study suggests the ability of iNsecticide to 

travel through the soil to the creek, shows lower levels of clo thaN tmx, aNd re-

veals the Necessity of further research iN regards to clo coNceNtratioN. overall, 

this study re-affirms that tmx caN travel iNto aN adjaceNt aquatic system, which hoN-

ey bees use for their water foragiNg Needs.

The DirT anD The Bees
The Epidemiology of Neonicotinoids 

katelyN johNsoN



inTroduCTion
Given the widespread use of insecticides, their correlation 
with honey bee decline warrants further investigation. 
Neonicotinoids are highly soluble insecticides applied to 
soil and seeds to target anthropods on crops. First mar-
keted in 1998, TMX, a second generation neonicotinoid, is 
an ingredient in the pesticides Platinum, Actara, Centric, 
Cruiser, Flagship, and Helix produced by Syngenta.1 CLO, 
a metabolite of TMX, is also used as an insecticide. Though 
neonicotinoids are mainly used for agricultural purposes, 
other uses include structural pest control, landscaping, 
and pet treatment for fleas and ticks.2 They are widely used 
to to the point where all corn seeds and a third of soybean 
seeds in the U.S. are treated with neonicotinoids.3

Notwithstanding its extensive usage, several concerns 
about neonicotinoids’ environmental impacts have arisen. 
Most notably, these pesticides are thought to be a cause in 
the sharp decline of honey bees in recent years. Due to its 
use on crops, the European Food Safety Authority deter-
mined that the risk of CLO dust drift from drilling sugar 
beet seeds was enough to indicate a low acute risk for hon-
ey bees. Furthermore, the application rate of CLO on sugar 
beets was determined to be significantly less than the rate 
of use on maize and other crops.4 Although there is no di-
rect evidence that neonicotinoids in surface water are 
harmful to honey bees, concentrations of 0.14 to 18 ppb 
are sublethal to non-target aquatic anthropods and have 
been found in 80% of surface waters across nine countries.5

To understand the occurrence of neonicotinoids in wet-
lands adjacent to fields harvesting various types of crops, a 
study in the Prairie region of Canada analyzed both water 
samples and sediment samples for neonicotinoids. The 
water samples, which were central in the wetlands and dis-
tant from vegetation and surrounding plants, indicated 
that neonicotinoids were present in 62% of wetlands’ wa-
ter after seeding occurred in the fields. Where detected, 
there was 2.3 ng/L to 121 ng/L of TMX and 0.8 ng/L to 142 
ng/L of CLO. Simultaneously, only 6% of the wetlands had 
sediment that contained neonicotinoids, with 20 µg/kg 
TMX and 2.8 µg/kg CLO to 4.4 µg/kg CLO where detect-
ed.6 The frequency of neonicotinoids in water is higher 
than that in sediment; thus, it is assumed that they are 

more likely to be in a body of water than in the sediment at 
the bottom. Despite this, the concentration of the com-
pounds is significantly higher in sediment than the con-
centrations in the water samples, suggesting that neonic-
otinoids accumulate more readily in sediment than they 
do in water. Both the solubility of neonicotinoids in water 
and the high fluidity of water itself cause neonicotinoids  
to move more throughout the liquid. The neonicotinoids 
adsorb the sediment at the bottom of surface streams, the 
extent of which varies based on the composition of that 
particular sediment. Through adsorption, the insecticides 
have a greater ability to accumulate in the sediment at 
those places which warrant it.

Due to the high usage of these pesticides, the length of 
time they survive in the soil before degradation is impor-
tant in understanding the possibility of accumulation in 
both soil and water sources. In a lab setting of normal field 
conditions, the half-life of TMX in lab soil is 34-75 days. 
However, half-life could triple with unfavorable condi-
tions, such as dry soil with less microbial activity.7 TMX 
tends to adsorb more into the soil with time,causing it to 
bind and become immobile1. TMX has shown to degrade 
in water with a half-life of 24-44 days in anaerobic condi-
tions and 8-16 days in aerobic conditions,8 while CLO has 
shown a degradation of 148 to 1155 days in soil and 27 days 
in anaerobic aquatic conditions.9

Although TMX is shown to become less mobile in soil 
with time, some of the compound is still able to move away 
from the intended area and into surrounding water sourc-
es before the applied TMX becomes completely adsorbed.
This is possible because TMX has a high water solubility of 
4.1 g/L, making it highly mobile in water.10 According to a 
study in Ontario, the main reasons for this transfer are 
carry over soil residues from previous applications, spilled 
seed, planted seed, and contamination of excess planter 
dust on the soil surface.10 Puddles of standing water were 
analyzed within and outside maize fields during the plant-
ing season. The concentration of neonicotinoid residue 
was found to be consistent outside of the fields, yet within 
the fields, the concentration increased during the first five 
weeks after planting and after a rain event.10 Another study 
on potato fields showed how accumulation of leachate oc-
curs due to irrigation of water runoff from the fields and 

“Most notably, these pesticides are thought to be a cause 
of the sharp decline of honey bees in recent years.” 
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rainfall. The killing of vines during potato production 
causes more leachate to mobilize in the soil.11 Collectively, 
substantial evidence suggests that neonicotinoids are ca-
pable of eliciting unforeseen consequences in their trans-
port and accumulation.

A study in the Midwestern US found TMX in 47% of 79 
stream flow water samples collected at nine sites, and CLO 
was found in 75% of the samples.8 The TMX and CLO con-
centration ranged from 5.6 ng/L to 185 ng/L and 6.3 ng/L 
to 257 ng/L, respectively. Since TMX degrades rapidly un-
der aerobic, aquatic conditions, it not considered a high 
threat to non-target species, such as vertebrates. However, 
TMX has shown to metabolize readily to CLO on leaves 
and insect larvae. It was even shown after a soil drench in 
TMX that the concentration of CLO on the leaves was 
twice that of the TMX.12 CLO has been shown to be more 
antagonistic to non-target species than TMX and its degra-
dation is not as rapid. Thus, it is imperative that TMX/CLO 
transport efficiency is characterized for a better under-
standing of their potentially deleterious effects.

The occurrence of TMX and CLO residues was investigat-
ed across seven locations of Stroubles Creek in Blacks-
burg, VA. As suggested through previous studies of the 
solubility and mobilization of these compounds, there is 
the possibility that they are detectable in the sediment of 
Stroubles Creek at locations where it receives runoff and 
leachate from an adjacent cornfield. In addition, the aero-
bic transformation rates of TMX and CLO in both sedi-
ment and soil were investigated. 

MaTErials and rEsEarCh METhods
Sediment Collection

Sediment submersed in the creek was collected from sev-
en locations along Stroubles Creek (Fig. 1). The sediment 
was then separated from water in a centrifuge in vials con-
taining 40 mL of sediment each, at the following parame-
ters: temperature 8°C, 4000 rpm, and 10 minutes. The 
water was taken out of the vials and the sediment was then 
freeze dried overnight. The freeze dried sediment was 
combined with all the sediment from its corresponding 
location, which was about 100 g total sediment. Two grams 
of sediment sieved through a 2 mm sieve were used for 
each sample during the extraction, cleanup, and analysis 
process. Rocks and other debris were removed in order to 
detect a more accurate representation of the concentration 
of neonicotinoids in the sediment.

Neonicotinoids

Thiamethoxam (TMX), purchased through Sigma Aldrich 
and manufactured by FLUKAR, has a purity of 99.6%. A 
white powder with a molecular mass of 291.71 g/mol, 
TMX in acetonitrile stock solution of 11.52 mg/mL was 
prepared for use. Clothianidin (CLO), purchased through 
Sigma Aldrich and manufactured by Chem Service, has a 
purity of 99.5%. A white powder with a molecular mass of 
249.68 g/mol, and a CLO stock solution of 10.49 mg/mL 
were prepared. Stock solutions were prepared by adding 
5.76 g TMX or 5.25 g CLO to 500mL of acetonitrile. Then 
it was serially diluted 10X to prepare usable concentrations 
of the compounds, the lowest concentrations of TMX and 
CLO prepared were 1.152 ppb and 1.049 ppb, respectively. 
Both the TMX and CLO stock solutions were used to 
prepare standards for use on the LC-MS/MS.

Sediment Incubation Study

Moist sediment that had been submersed in the creek was 
collected from L0 of Stroubles Creek (Figure 1), separated 
from its water content, and then frozen for future use for 
the sediment incubation study to investigate TMX and 
CLO transformation .

figure 1. sample location map address of vt. ag. 
exp. station: 3192-3262 prices fork rd, BlacksBurg, 
va 24060
1) vt. ag. exp. station (orange arroW)
2) duck pond in (dpi, purple pinpoint)
3) duck pond out (dpo, yelloW pinpoint)
4) plantation road (pr, teal pinpoint)
5) Bridge 1 (B1, Blue pinpoint)
6) location 0 (l0, pink arroW)
7) Bridge 2 (B2, green pinpoint)
8) Bridge 3 (B3, red pinpoint)
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Using nine wide mouth mason jars with 1 inch deep of 
sediment each, three treatments were set up in triplicate to 
determine the degradation of TMX and CLO in sediment 
in natural conditions. The three sediment treatments 
consisted of blank sediment, a concentration of 57.6 ng 
TMX per gram of sediment and water, and a concentration 
of 52.5 ng CLO per gram of sediment and water. The jars 
were kept at 23°C and covered tightly with lids to keep 
conditions consistent. TMX or Clothianidin was added to 
the sediments, then stirred to thoroughly incorporate the 
compound in each jar. The sediment was covered in 2 
inches of water from the same location where the sediment 
was collected.

Sampling occurred on days 0, 3, and 10. A micro spoon 
was used to collect about 12 g of soaked sediment from 
each jar. The samples from each jar went into a test tube to 
be freeze-dried overnight and 1 g each was to be extracted 
for the target analytes at a later date. 

Soil Incubation Study

The soil used for the degradation study was obtained from 
the Virginia Agricultural Experiment Station (Figure 1). No 
pesticides were used on this soil before, making this soil 
free of neonicotinoid concentrations. The soil was air 
dried, sieved through a 2 mm sieve, and then ground for 
the incubation study for TMX transformation. 

A water holding capacity test was performed on the soil in 
order to determine the soil moisture content at its 70% 
water holding capacity, the water content that would be 
kept constant throughout the study. To determine the soil 
water holding capacity, in duplicate , 100 g of air-dried soil 
was put into a disposable cup with 12 small holes at the 
bottom. Enough water was then added to fully submerge 
the soil, and was allowed to drain out for 2 days in order to 
reach 100% water holding capacity. Based on weight 
differences of the cup, it was possible to calculate the 
amount of water needed to keep the jars at 70% water 
holding capacity.

Across six wide mouth mason jars with 100 g soil each, 
two treatments were set up in triplicate to determine the 
degradation of TMX in soil at field conditions. The two 
soil treatments consisted of blank soil and TMX concen-
tration of 2.3 μg per gram air dried soil. The soils were 
spiked with TMX at the target levels, and then stirred thor-
oughly to incorporate the TMX with the rest of the soil in 
each jar. The appropriate amount of deionized water was 

added to each jar in order to reach a water content at its 
70% water holding capacity. This water content was main-
tained during the entire incubation time by periodically 
weighing each jar and adding water accordingly. The jars 
were kept at 23°C and covered with Parafilm to keep aero-
bic conditions.13

Sampling occurred on days 0, 3, 7, and 28. A micro spoon 
was used to collect about 1 g of moist soil from 3 different 
places in each jar and composited. The composite samples 
from each jar went into a test tube to be freeze-dried over-
night and 1 g each was to be extracted for the target ana-
lytes at a later date. 

TMX and CLO extraction, cleanup, and analysis for sediment 
and soil samples

Freeze-dried and sieved sediment/soil were measured out 
using an analytical balance to 2 g (for sediment detection) 
or 1g (for incubation studies) and put into 35 mL round-
bottom vials. A vial containing no sediment/soil was also 
put through the clean-up procedure for comparison. Sam-
ples containing a specific amount of added TMX or CLO 
were spiked at this time (usually 100 μL of 100 ppb com-
pound). Ten milliliters of acetonitrile was added to each of 
the vials, which were covered with foil and lids. The sam-
ples were vortexed for 10 seconds each on 6.5 speed. To 
each vial, 2 g MgSO4 (anhydrous) and 0.5 g NaCl per gram 
of sediment/soil were added. The samples were vortex 
mixed for 2 minutes on 6-7 speed then centrifuged in 
swinging-bucket adapters at these parameters (used for 
the entire duration of the extraction): 3500 rpm, 23°C, 6/
max accel/decel, and 10 minutes. The supernatant from 
these vials was transferred to another set of 35 mL round-
bottom vials containing 0.5 g MgSO4 (anhydrous) and 0.1 
PSA sorbent per gram of sediment/soil that had been in 
the other sample vial. Five milliliters of acetonitrile was 
added to the sediment/soil vials, which were then vortexed 
for 1.5 minutes on 7-8 speed and centrifuged. The super-
natant from these vials was transferred to the supernatant 
vials. These vials were then vortexed for 2 minutes on 6  
speed and centrifuged. Ten milliliters of the supernatant 
was transferred using a 10 mL pipet to 25 mL test tubes to 
be dried down in the RapidVap at these general parame-
ters: Round 1) 60 minutes, 130 mbar, 60% spin, 35°C; 
Round 2) 20 minutes, 140 mbar, 60% spin, 40°C. The 
dried down samples were then redissolved in 1 mL of 9:1 
H2O/MeOH with 5 mM NH4Ac. Each final extract was 
diluted appropriately to fit the upper and lower standard 
range. Then, using a 1 mL syringe, the samples were fil-
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figure 2. chromatogram of tmx standard (0.58 
ppB) shoWing peak retention time and ratio of 
quantifier and qualifier daughter ions

tered through a 0.2 μm PTFE filter into a 2 mL HPLC vial 
for the UPLC/MS/MS analysis.

The Agilent 6490 Triple Quad LC/MS with the ZORBAX 
Extend C-18 analytical guard column 4.6x12.5mm, 5 
micron was used to conduct all relevant experiments. The 
temperature of the column was maintained at 40°C. The 
mobile phase used was (A) 5mM NH4Ac in water and (B) 
5mM NH4Ac in methanol. The following gradient of 
mobile phase was used: increase 10% to 95% (B) from 0 to 
5 mins., held at 95% (B) for 2 mins., and then decrease to 
10% (B) for 1 min. The flow rate used was 0.5 mL/min, 
with post time of 3 mins., and injection volume of 5.00 µL.

rEsulTs and disCussion
Calibration of UPLC/MS/MS for TMX and CLO detection

All samples were analyzed on a triple quadruple ultra 
performance liquid chromatography-tandem mass 
spectrometer (UPLC/MS/MS). As shown in Figures 2 and 
3, the retention times of TMX and CLO in samples were 
3.15 min. and 3.65 min., respectively, and the ratios 
between the quantifier and qualifier daughter ions of TMX 
and CLO in samples were around 40 and 100, respectively.

Levels of TMX and CLO in the sediment from Stroubles Creek

The highest mean concentration of TMX was 0.788 ppb 
(Figure 4), found in the sediment samples collected from 
Stroubles Creek at the second bridge (designated as B2). 
Sediment samples from all other locations along Stroubles 

Creek had concentrations that were at most 0.16 ppb (Fig-
ure 4). The concentrations in those sediment samples 
were either lower or very close to the detection limit of 0.1 
ppb. The sediment samples had concentrations of CLO 
that were all below the detection limit of 0.1 ppb.

The concentration of TMX in Stroubles Creek was found 
to be the highest at B2, the location directly below the corn-
field (Figure 1), leading to the conclusion that TMX may 
mobilize readily from the soil in the cornfield to the sedi-
ment in the creek. Additionally, the presence of the corn-
field itself influences the accumulation of TMX found in 
Stroubles Creek at that location. CLO is present in various 
locations along Stroubles Creek, though it is unclear what 
specific events along the stream would cause an accumula-
tion of the compound. The concentrations of CLO in 
Stroubles creek do not correlate to any particular contami-
nator in the way that TMX concentrations reflect the loca-
tion of the cornfield. 

TMX and CLO Transformation Rate in Sediment

The half-life of TMX in sediment in this study was 8 days 
and the half-life of CLO in the sediment used in this study 
was 9 days. Over the course of 10 days, no concentrations 
of CLO were detected in the samples where TMX was 
transforming. It is important to note that the CLO concen-
tration for Day 3 was found to be higher than the concen-
tration of Day 0. This may be due to uneven distribution of 
the compound in the jars, either just within the sediment 
or between the water and sediment portions. The afore-

figure 3. chromatogram of clo standard (0.53 
ppB) shoWing peak retention time and ratio of 
quantifier and qualifier daughter ions
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mentioned error can also account for one jar’s sediment 
sample’s immense increase in concentration from 0.3 ppb 
to 26.7 ppb from Day 0 to 3.

TMX Transformation Rate in Soil

The TMX concentration in this study decreased by 25% 
over the first 7 days (Fig. 6). For the next 3 weeks, the 
concentration of TMX in the soil was relatively stable. Day 
28, the concentration of CLO contained in the soil was also 
analyzed. Of the 25% of transformed TMX, only 0.8% of 
that concentration transformed into CLO (not shown). 
TMX’s ability to stabilize at about 75% of its original 
concentration for 30 days shows the ability for the 
compound to accumulate in soils surrounding a field 
where TMX is used.

ConClusions
The highest concentration of TMX was found in the 
sampling location adjacent to the cornfield, with at least 
five times the concentration of TMX compared to sediment 
concentration to other locations. Based on this data, it can 
be stated that TMX has the ability to mobilize from the 
cornfield to the creek. Since the concentration of TMX was 
below the detection limit at the next downstream location, 
it is assumed that TMX does not mobilize much through 
the creek itself. The transformation rates of TMX in 
sediment from Stroubles Creek were comparable to those 
found in previous aerobic water studies,14 while the 
transformation rate of CLO, which has limited literature, 
was similar to that of TMX. The transformation rate of 
TMX in soil was also comparable to that of previous 
studies,15 as the half-life of TMX in soil was at least double 
that of TMX in sediment. The lack of high concentration of 
CLO found on Day 28 soil samples was unexpected and 
this possibly contradicts a previous study, which had stated 
CLO as a main transformation product of TMX.16 The 
analysis for CLO in the soil transformation study was not 
performed on previous study days for comparison. 
Therefore, the low concentration could be due to other 
reasons such as CLO degradation. The analysis of CLO 
concentrations in comparison to decreasing TMX 
concentrations is a possible topic for further study. Overall, 
the stability of TMX in soil suggests the ease with which 
the compound can accumulate to levels that would be 
dangerous to honey bees and other anthropods.
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figure 4. tmx concentration (ppB) at designated 
locations. the locations shoWn here correlate 
With the locations on the sample map (figure 
1). sediment at locations dpi and B3 Were BeloW 
detection limit, While locations dpo, pr, B1, and l0 
Were BetWeen 0.1 ppB and 0.16 ppB. sediment at B2, 
adjacent to the cornfield, Was 0.788 ppB.

“TMX’s ability to stabilize at about 75% of its original 
concentration for 30 days shows the ability for the 

compound to accumulate in soils surrounding a field 
where TMX is used.”44
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figures 5a and 5B. graph shoWing the 
transformation rate of tmx (top) and clo (Bottom) 
in sediment collected from strouBles creek. the 
half-life of tmx in this sediment Was found to Be 
aBout 8 days. the half-life of clo in this sediment 
Was found to Be aBout 9 days.

figure 6. graph shoWing the transformation of 
tmx in soil collected from the vt ag. exp. station. 
the concentration of tmx in the soil decreased 
25% over the first 7 days of incuBation.
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The Trope of blindness has persisTed since anTiquiTy in figures like oedipus, Tiresias, 

and The hypoTheTical blind man. fuThermore, colloquial uses of blindness shore up 

problemaTic and reducTive narraTives and expecTaTions abouT blind individuals. 

represenTing The disabled man Thus poses a disTincT challenge as iT works againsT 

hegemonic noTions of masculiniTy and abiliTy. disabiliTy—as iT is reducTively 

associaTed wiTh dependency, infirmiTy, and weakness—conTradicTs The sTrengTh, 

auTonomy, and bodily inTegriTy of sTereoTypical masculiniTy. Through close readings 

of The poeTry and memoir of sTephen kuusisTo, a parTially blind american poeT, The 

auThor idenTifies The double gesTure of defamiliarizaTion and refamiliarizaTion in 

kuusisTo’s represenTaTions of blindness and masculiniTy. kuusisTo carves ouT a space 

for The blind man in everyday life by deploying, reworking, and rejecTing The 

problemaTic consTrucTions of blindness and masculiniTy. 

“WHO WOULD HIRE A BLIND POET?”
Blindness in the Eyes of Stephen Kuusisto 

chrisTopher kabacinski



“At times the blind see light,

And that moment is the Sistine ceiling …”  

—Stephen Kuusisto, “Only Bread, Only Light”

Disability theorist Tom Shakespeare observes that the dis-
abled man “is largely absent as the subject of research.”1 
Shakespeare is careful to cite the social model of disability 
to convey precisely where disability inheres: not in the 
body itself, but in the culture in which the body is located. 
What this allows then is an alliance with other critical dis-
courses, such as the similar goals and methods of femi-
nism and disability rights. If interrogating how the body is 
represented is crucial to critical feminist theory, the two 
discourses converge precisely at the body. What most con-
cerns Shakespeare is the absence of narratives concerning 
men with disabilities and the ways in which differences in 
disability—between men and women, most specifically—
are elided. In ableist and patriarchal cultures, disability 
and masculinity are opposites; if stereotypical disability 
suggests infirmity or weakness, stereotypical masculinity 
connotes “strength, potency, and physical activity.”2 Dis-
abled masculinity, as a seemingly contradictory and inco-
herent subject position, resists expected or stereotypical 
narration and representation precisely because it unsettles 
the body and the language in which it is figured.

The blind man, however, has been a cultural mainstay for 
millennia, from the dramas and mythologies of ancient 
Greece to the films and novels of the contemporary United 
States. What is most troubling is that the blind man is still 

largely “in Oedipus’ shadow.”3 Representations of blind-
ness, reiterated over time, all carry the traces of the infa-
mous blind figures of antiquity: Oedipus and Tiresias.4,5 
This inability to break with the past has constrained, to an 
extent, the contemporary blind man. For Sigmund Freud, 
the tragedy of Oedipus has “left ineradicable traces in the 
history of humanity” precisely because he exemplifies the 
universality of his desires, crimes, and guilt of Oedipus.6 
Blindness is the punishment Oedipus inflicts upon him-
self for his wretched deeds, charging blindness with enor-
mous moral significance. Although the connection be-
tween blindness and sin may predate the legend, the 
representation of Oedipus renders “the sin distressingly 
and memorably specific.”7 This single blind figure’s ten-
dency to haunt the blind, man and woman alike, is evi-
dence of the persistence and prominence of Greek drama. 
Where in Ancient Greece, performance and recitation of 
Oedipus converged “religion, morals, society, and art” in 
the narrative of Oedipus, its retelling and appropriation 
throughout history has fixed Oedipus as a prominent cul-
tural figure of blindness.8  

The other “renowned story about blindness” arises from 
Greek tragedy, too, in the figure of Tiresias.9 The body of 
Tiresias is transgressive: he has been both man and wom-
an. What further mars his body is the blindness with 
which Hera punishes him. Here Oedipus and Tiresias 
align in the association of blindness and punishment. 
What elides this physical blindness, however, is his mysti-
cal foresight. Zeus bestows upon Tiresias the “power of 
prophecy,” and any perceived lack is diminished by “the 
magic of his gift”.10 If one regards Tiresias in the shadow 
of Oedipus, what is most remarkable is the “ecstasy, grace, 
astonishment, instinct, hallucination, the soul” with which 
blindness is identified.11 Moreover, throughout the history 
of philosophy, another visually impaired figure emerges: 
“the Hypothetical Blind Man.”12 Although philosophers 
ventriloquize their “Hypothetical Blind Men,” narrating 
their non-visual worlds and the wisdom to which they have 
access, the philosophers often deploy them only to empha-
size “the importance of sight and to elicit a frisson of awe 
and pity.”13 The Hypothetical Blind Man’s own body is de-
ployed against itself; his body is always subordinated to the 
abled man. 

Two opposed connotations of blindness emerge then from 
history: blindness as punishment and blindness as bless-
ing. Oedipus and Tiresias are perhaps the first—and thus 
the most recognizable—characters with blindness in the 
Western tradition. What the recurring deployment of vi-

tiresias, a greek mythological prophet, is turned 
into a Woman after striking snakes. (courtesy of 
wikimedia commons)
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sual impairment in various discourses—literary, cultural, 
social—facilitates is the making of blindness into meta-
phor, allegory, or narrative device. In fact, the literary and 
cultural narratives in which blind characters figure promi-
nently often depend on visual impairment as “narrative 
prosthesis.”14 Disability becomes narrative prosthesis pre-
cisely when it is figured as “a destabilizing sign of cultural 
prescriptions about the body and a deterministic vehicle 
for the characterization for characters constructed as dis-
abled.”15 Characters marked as “disabled” become the very 
impetus for the narratives themselves; in this way, the dis-
abled bodies of Oedipus and Tiresias become “key compo-

nents of the plot” of their myths as they are positioned in 
contrast to the nondisabled characters.16 Both Oedipus and 
Tiresias “[oscillate] between micro and macro levels of 
metaphorical meaning supplied by disability;” their bodies 
are simultaneously private and public, fraught with per-
sonal and sociocultural significance.17 What is so problem-
atic about these narratives is the use of blindness chiefly as 
a plot device, rather than an instance of bodily difference 
or individual, lived experience.

Strangely, it is this movement between registers of mean-
ing that restricts the blind man in literature and culture. 
His visual impairment is repeatedly deployed time and 
again for social and moral purposes; his blindness is alle-
gorized as either punishment or blessing. The blind man’s 
body both spoken for and written for is constrained within 
“a limited array of symbolic meanings.”18 Although blind-
ness mars the man as deviant, narrative prosthesis renders 
his body docile through its compliance to and reiteration 
of stereotypes of disability. Representing blindness recalls 
the characters of the blind men of the Western cultural tra-
dition and the contradictory and reductive characteriza-
tions and connotations of blindness throughout history. 
The blind man’s story is perceived as always already writ-
ten or vocalized; on his body the cultural narrative of blind-
ness is always already inscribed.19 

To move from the shadows of Oedipus, Tiresias, and the 
Hypothetical Blind Men, the blind man must represent 
himself. In order for bodily impairment to be recognized 
not as deviance, but as difference, it is crucial for  self-rep-
resentation to address the “everyday phenomenon” of lived 
disability.20 Writing with blindness and about blindness, 
while both employing and transgressing conventions of 
disability, will propose “blindness as something besides 
the absence of sight.”21 Self-representation of disability is 
both a response to and a reaction against “the traditional 
misrepresentation of disability in Western culture.”22 Dis-
ability—in this case, blindness—typically irrupts into the 
narrative as a mark of otherness, of deviance. To alleviate 

“Disability life-writing is able to re-create language 
precisely because its subject ... uses ordinary 

language to challenge conventions, stereotypes, and 
misrepresentations of disability.” 

tiresias appearing to the hero ulysses (courtesy 
of wikimedia commons)
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the anxiety of otherness and deviance, both the narrative 
and the reader prompt the blind man to explain away his 
blindness. These narratives anticipate the blind man’s 
“[conformity] to, and thus [confirmation of ], a cultural 
script” of blindness.23 This implicit subordination of the 
disabled body to the abled body is precisely what disability 
life-writing contests.

Language is precisely what enables the progressive and 
positive possibilities of disability life-writing. This claim, 
in part, is predicated upon the iterability of signs posited 
by Jacques Derrida: each sign, he asserts, is repeatable, 
“communicable, transmittable, decipherable.”24 Insofar as 
each sign is invested with meaning by its writer, its speak-
er, the sign carries with it “a force that breaks with its con-
text.”25 Each sign is not restricted to a single, conventional 
meaning; there is, instead, a limitless possibility for mean-
ing in each sign. In disability life-writing, then, that prog-
ress is only possible through the transgression of expected 
meaning. The disabled body is able to sign against the 
ableist culture and the hegemony of the abled; in this way, 
the body’s transgressive potential can be realized. Disabil-
ity life-writing is able to re-create language precisely be-
cause its subject—the disabled body and its experience—
uses ordinary language to challenge conventions, 
stereotypes, and misrepresentations of disability. 

In disability culture, poetry holds the greatest potential for 
realizing the “infinite possibilities embedded within ordi-
nary language.”26 While “ordinary language” follows a cer-
tain grammar and utilizes expected denotations and con-
notations, poetic language departs from these conventions. 

Poets break open syntax and grammar to generate new 
meanings; the movement of poetry follows an associative 
rather than a grammatical logic. “Ordinary language” 
makes meaning in time, in the sequential order of the 
words, whereas poetry relies on spatial, associative links 
between the words and images of the poem. In a sense, 
poetry “breaks the inertia of language-habits.”27 When the 
subject of poetry is disability, the content of the poem 
breaks convention as much as the form itself. The poetics 
of disability, it seems, would emphasize the transgressive 
and generative possibilities of language and the body. 
While ableist societies typically isolate people with disabili-
ties through cultural practices, traditions, and institutions, 
the reclamation of “ordinary language” by disability cul-
ture poetry relocates people with disabilities “in the nor-
mal … in the everyday.”28

Thus, what is crucial to the poetry of disability culture is 
this re-presentation and representation of the disabled 
subject, such as the aforementioned blind man, who has 
inhabited literary and cultural narratives now for millen-
nia. To bring himself into the light from the shadow of 
Oedipus, he must represent himself. In an ableist society, 
the disabled male is an entirely incoherent subject posi-
tion. Hegemonic standards of masculinity—among them, 
“initiative, competitiveness, self-control, assertiveness, 
and independence”—invalidate disabled masculinity, rele-
gating the disabled male to a powerless position.29 For the 
patriarchal and ableist traditions and institutions to strip 
power from the body and the voice of the disabled male, 
his body’s signs of deviancy must be erased. What always 
remains, however, are the marks of difference and impair-
ment in which the power of the disabled subject position 
resides. The disabled body never ceases to sign against the 
ableist culture that subdues it. 

In this sense, the poetry of the blind man has the potential 
to reshape reductive and widespread standards of 
masculinity and to create space for the disabled male in 
the live world. For Stephen Kuusisto, a partially blind poet 
himself, to write is to eclipse a tradition of shadows. 
Kuusisto was born in March 1955 with “retinopathy of 
prematurity,” and has been considered “legally blind” 
since childhood.30 Moving from the myth-worlds of 
Oedipus and Tiresias, from the powerless place of the 
disabled man, Kuusisto positions himself “in the normal 
… in the everyday.”31 Understanding disability as a 
“generative experience” in the production of poetry 
recognizes language’s enormous power to “[rewrite] 
conventional standards of poetic beauty, form, and value.”32 

antigone leading her Blind father oedipus 
(courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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Crucial to understanding disability as an aesthetic or 
literary practice is acknowledging its political potential. If 
aesthetics is concerned with “[tracking] the sensations that 
some bodies feel in the presence of other bodies,” the 
aesthetics of disability culture poetry can, in fact, produce 
change in the corporeal world.33 Kuusisto’s memoir and 
poetry collections figure blindness as an everyday 
experience, rather than an extraordinary, mythical 
experience. Here, Kuusisto begins to move himself from 
the shadow of Oedipus.

To produce its aesthetic effects, poetry dislocates language 
from its expected meaning. Disability culture poetry, how-
ever, is charged with the additional task of dissolving the 
entrenched cultural representations of disability that limit 
and reduce the true representation of disability. To create  
his world with words, Kuusisto must first depart from a 
culture and a language that disavow blindness. Kuusisto 
accomplishes this in the first line of his memoir, Planet of 
the Blind: “Blindness is often perceived by the sighted as an 
either/or condition: one sees or one does not.”34 What fol-
lows his explanation of his vision as  “[staring] at the world 
through smeared and broken windowpanes,” is a mythic 
description of his impaired eyesight.35 In the colors and 
shapes of his visual field, he sees “sails of Tristan’s ship,” 
“the great dead Greek’s in Homer’s descriptions of the un-
derworld.”36 Although this description positions him 
squarely in the mythic world of Oedipus and Tiresias, his 
introduction does not suggest the opposite connotations of 
these blind Greek men. He is neither sinner nor seer; rath-
er, he seems entirely ordinary. Although the mythic past, 
populated with the traditional and hypothetical blind men, 
colors his vision, it does not dominate it. In fact, Kuusisto’s 
vision seems to meld the legendary with the ordinary: for 
example, who he perceives as one of “the great dead Greek 
… crossing Charon’s river” is only “a middle-aged man in a 
London Fog raincoat.”37

This oscillation between the mythic or traditional past and 
the everyday present is emblematic of Kuusisto’s memoir 
and corpus of poetry. In fact, the first group of poems, 
“Blind Days in Early Youth,” in his collection Only Bread, 
Only Light is reminiscent of the first page of his memoir. 
This first group, which speaks to his early fascination with 

vision and blindness, is divided into three separate poems: 
“No Name for It,” “Terra Incognita,” and “Awake All 
Night.”38 Where in Planet of the Blind, Kuusisto conjures 
up the myths of ancient Greece, in the first collection of 
Only Bread, Only Light, he invokes the Scandinavian cul-
ture in which he was raised.

Although Kuusisto was born in Exeter, New Hampshire, 
his family moved to Finland for his father’s job.39 In his 
earliest memories looms the imposing figure of “a severe 
old woman who speaks to [his] father in Finland’s brand of 
Swedish.”40 She reappears in the first poem of the subsec-
tion, “No Name for It,” as “the Swedish matron” who 
chides the speaker, the young Kuusisto.41 The poem’s title 
immediately calls attention to language’s limitations: there 
is “no name” for an unidentified “it.” In a childlike man-
ner, the young Kuusisto rattles off a few words—
“something Swedish:” “rus-blind,” “blinda-fläcken,” 
“blind-pipa,” “barna-blind.”42 Although he demonstrates a 
certain level of mastery of language by translating each of 
these idioms, there is something tentative and uncomfort-
able in his tone. The way in which these phrases are made 
by affixing “blind” unsettles Kuusisto precisely because 
the idioms have negative connotations—“blind drunk” 
and “nonentity,” for instance.43

What most troubles Kuusisto, however, is the “piety and 
reproof” of the Swedish matron’s words: “En blind höna 
hittar också ett korn.”44 The translation of this line— “The 
fool’s arrow sometimes hits the mark”—arrives only after 
a line break.45 The translation for the other idioms imme-
diately follows the Swedish phrase, but the translation of 
the matron’s derisive remark occurs in an entirely differ-
ent couplet. This break conveys the dissonance of the 
speaker, trying to make sense of his own blindness and 
these blind-idioms. Her words reverberate in his mind, 
but her other call—“barna-blind; ‘blind child’” —“[echoes] 
on the stairs.”46 While the translations are univocal and 
direct at the beginning of “No Name for It,” the transla-
tions are opened to different interpretations. In fact, Kuu-
sisto reiterates “barna-blind” only to alter his original 
translation as “blind from birth.”47 

At the poem’s conclusion, Kuusisto retranslates the Swed-
ish matron’s words: “En blind höna hittar… / The blind 

“For Stephen Kuusisto, a partially blind poet himself, to 
write is to eclipse a tradition of shadows.”
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child’s arrow…”48 Finally he takes control—albeit tentative-
ly—of language; “blind” comes to signify not “fool,” but 
only “blind” itself. Although this translation seems tauto-
logical, it gives Kuusisto incredible power to rend blind-
ness from its idiomatic usages. He makes sense of blind-
ness by experience, rather than the idioms inscribed in 
language that is not even his own. If “the fool’s arrow 
sometimes hits the mark,” here “the blind child’s arrow” 
has hit the mark, however tentatively or elliptically. The 
poem becomes an “exploration of the possibilities of lan-
guage” insofar as the young Kuusisto eschews the conven-
tions of language, of meaning; idioms are evidence of the 
“inertia of language-habits” which poetry must over-
come.49 Poetry is precisely the force that sets language into 
motion again, that moves the blind-man from the shadow 
of Oedipus, this blind-child from the shadow of idioms.

Furthermore, “No Name for It” departs from poetry’s tra-
ditional reliance on the visual to accomplish its aesthetic 
effects. Instead, the poem employs auditory language 
more often—and, arguably, more forcefully—than does 
visual imagery. In fact, the visual is often overwhelmed by 
the auditory effects of language. It is not the image of the 
Swedish matron “[pointing] with a cane,” for instance, that 
controls the poem; in fact, Kuusisto describes her appear-
ance only vaguely.50 Rather, her voice is what Kuusisto re-
members most clearly; he recalls with acuity her “tone 
mixed with piety and reproof.”51 As her voice “echoed on 
the stairs” all those years ago, so now does it reverberate in 
the Swedish idioms throughout “No Name for It.”52 

This reliance on the auditory, however, must not be 
construed as a domination of the auditory over the other 
senses. His poetry does not merely reverse the pervasive 
“belief that human experience, both physical and mental, 
is essentially visual.”53 As Michael L. Melancon notes in his 
critical study of Only Bread, Only Light, Kuusisto’s poetry 
often investigates “how sight, hearing, and touch can serve 
to facilitate expression and communication by both 
receiving information and transmitting information.”54 In 
this way, Kuusisto does not exchange visual primacy for 
auditory or tactile primacy. What emerges in his poetry is a 
synergy of the senses in which perception and experience 
is not restricted to a single sense, a single meaning. If the 
first poem in “Blind Days in Early Youth” seems to suggest 
auditory primacy, the two poems collected with “No Name 
for It” deny this interpretation in favor of this syncing of 
the senses.

In fact, the auditory is what is absent from “Terra Incog-
nita.” The poem is remarkably visual and tactile: Kuusisto 
“[makes his way] among patches of dew – / Those constel-
lations on the darkened grass.”55 Walking on the damp-
ened yard, he fathoms the dewdrops into constellations; 
here the “darkened grass” is illuminated by the stellar 
qualities of dew.56 Just as the cosmic and the terrestrial are 
united here, so too are the visual and the tactile. The per-
ceived movement of Kuusisto across the grass and the vi-
sion of the dewdrops are inseparable. The play of light and 
dark emerges again in the final stanza: “I pictured a shirt 
– / How I’d pull it over my head / And vanish in the sud-
den light.”57 The stanza is initially coherent, describing the 
tactility of putting on a shirt; the body moves in a familiar, 
expected manner. What is so peculiar, however, is the way 
in which he imagines “[vanishing] in sudden light.”58 If 
light connotes knowledge or presence, disappearing “in 
sudden light” seems utterly incoherent.59 The final stanza 
describes a liminal moment, between the shirt being both 
on and off Kuusisto’s body. Light and sight alone cannot 
confirm his body’s corporeality; rather it is the position 
and motion of his body that remain as he “[pulls the shirt] 
over [his] head.”60 Vision and tactility are represented here 
in tandem, as the body cannot separate the two senses.

The synergy of the visual, the tactile, and the auditory 
emerges in the third poem of the first collection, “Awake 
All Night.” In the first three couplets, Kuusisto establishes 
the presence of all three senses: “The cabinet radio glowed 
/ With its lighted dial / As I pressed my face to the glass.”61 
Enamored by the light and the sound the radio produces, 
he draws it near, touching his face to the cabinet. Describ-

a seeing-eye dog (courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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ing his own glasses as “kaleidoscopes of light,” he identi-
fies his vision as both beautiful and impaired.62 This im-
pairment, however, does not deny the possibility of 
enjoying “the brilliant city of tubes / Just visible through a 
crevice.”63 What he does, instead, is “lean close” to the ra-
dio cabinet; the intimacy of the young Kuusisto and the 
radio illustrates the inseparability of the senses. While 
blindness stereotypically connotes the impossibility of vi-
sual pleasure, “Awake All Night” establishes vision as a 
component of pleasure and everyday experience for the 
blind speaker. 

In fact, the visual, the tactile, and the auditory all comprise 
pleasure and the everyday for Kuusisto, but the three 
senses are at once present and absent. Although he 
confesses that “[he] never heard the music” those nights, 
there in the radio is the promise, the remembrance of 
sound.64 Moreover, “[his] spectacles, thick as dishes,” 
attempt to correct his partial blindness only to refract the 
light.65 The failure of his eyeglasses prompts him to “lean 
close,” but he can only “[press his] face to the glass.”66 
What Kuusisto suggests in “Awake All Night” is the 
limitations of single-sense perception; his experience is 
not a matter of compensating for the senses. Rather, the 
poem makes evident the coordination of the senses. 
Pressed to the glass of the glowing radio cabinet, Kuusisto 
“looks down out of habit / at the vivid world.”67 Living in 
the world, perceiving the world is a matter of the whole 
body, not a single sense. The synergy of vision, hearing, 
and touch anchors the body in the world, and it is this 
anchorage that allows Kuusisto to establish his everyday 
and to re-create in his poetry.

Kuusisto’s poetry amounts to an attack on what David Bolt 
terms “the metanarrative of blindness,” which is “the story 
in relation to which those … who have visual impairments 
often find [themselves] defined.”68 Crucial to understand-
ing this narrative is acknowledging that it is inflected by 
“ocularcentrism,” which “denotes a perspective—and by 
extension, a subject position—that is dominated by vi-
sion.”69 This perspective is problematic precisely because 
it employs reductive, stereotypical representations of 
blindness to comprehend and convey the experience of 
blindness. What is more troubling is the exclusion of peo-
ple with visual impairments from the weaving of this sto-
ry; here the voice of the visually impaired is absent. In this 
way, the metanarrative misrepresents blind experience 
precisely by reproducing tropes of the Hypothetical Blind 
Men and the blind beggars by conjuring up the figures of 

Oedipus and Tiresias.70 The traditions and narratives in-
scribed in an ableist and certainly, an ocularcentric culture 
perpetuate “ocularnormativism,” which establishes vision 
as “the supreme means of perception.”71 

Although ocularcentrism textures the metanarrative of 
blindness with diverse and disdainful representations of 
visual impairment, I am concerned primarily with the 
thread of blindness and psychoanalysis. Freud revives 
Oedipus for his own thesis of man’s natural ambivalence 
between love and aggression in Totem and Taboo, but 
blindness and the eyes also figure prominently, in his 
studies on the significance of dreams.72 In fact, Freud’s 
The Interpretation of Dreams demonstrates the intense 
“interest in eye symbolism of psychoanalysis.”73 Recurring 
in psychoanalytic works are the associations of “testicular, 
ocular, and penile images,” which establishes a link 
between masculinity, sexuality, and vision.74 Bolt describes 
this fixation as “opthalmocentric,” which privileges “the 
instrument of vision, as in notions of eyes.”75 
Opthalmocentrism is predicated upon ocularcentrism, 
linking inextricably vision and the eyes, and thus the 
association phallic imagery and eyesight implicitly genders 
the ability to gaze as masculine. 

Building on the “implicit blindness-castration synonymy” 
of psychoanalytic theory, Rosemarie Garland-Thomson 
asserts “the social role of men is to be starers.”76,77 This 
proposition reflects “the gendered asymmetries of the 
patriarchy,” which position males and females at opposite 
sides of the seer-seen dyad.78 Although the gendered 
implications of the vision only arise in “lived gendered 
relations,” there is no doubt that “looking masculinizes… 
and being looked at feminizes.”79 This is precisely the 
precondition for the construction of the “male gaze,” 
which, with a mere glance, subordinates the object of the 
stare.80 In this way, the eyes are constructed as a synecdoche 
for the male body; thus the blind man, unable to exercise 
the male gaze, is emasculated. 

This interrogation of ocularcentrism and opthalmocen-
trism again conveys the primacy assigned to vision, but 
what is at stake in the “blindness-castration synonymy” is 
sexuality itself.81 If the male gaze—and, by association, 
male sexuality—is predicated upon dominance, power, 
and inequality, the blind male gaze disassembles the hege-
monic expectations and diffuses power.82 Visual impair-
ment may render the blind man incapable of executing  
“normative masculine performances,” but this does not 
necessarily emasculate him.83 Disabled men do not dis-
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avow masculinity and sexuality altogether; instead, the 
lived experience of disability and masculinity requires the 
blind man to renegotiate sexuality and gender. This revi-
sion of expected gender performances can, in turn, level 
the inequality of the masculine-feminine binary under-
girding both patriarchal and ableist traditions. 

Stephen Kuusisto’s account of his first sexual experience 
in his memoir, Planet of the Blind, instantiates this negotia-
tion of disability and masculinity. Although he had been 
“raised to know [he] was blind but taught to disavow it,” 
Kuusisto stops masking his visual impairment in college.84 
His professors accommodate his limitations, and one “be-
nevolent Shakespeare professor” even finds someone to 
read to him.85 Gradually “his habitual shyness around 
women” diminishes as Kuusisto connects with his peers.86 
This newfound confidence undergirds Kuusisto’s relation-
ship with Bettina, an “altogether irreverent young woman, 
… an Irish country girl with long, thrilling, unkempt hair”87 
If hegemonic masculinity asserts the male’s prerogative 
and female’s submission, Bettina’s initiation of Kuusisto’s 
first sexual encounter reverses that binary. With “a potent 
kiss” she pulls Kuusisto to the floor and guides him.88 

In this moment, Bettina’s agency astounds Kuusisto—
“[he] can’t believe how quickly she does it.”89 In fact, Bet-
tina initiates and controls the encounter, “pulling down 
[his] pants,” “loosening [her] own buttons.”90 Although her 
initiative may be perceived as a moment of feminine dom-
ination, the tenderness of the moment suggests some-
thing entirely different. If vision and sexuality are conflat-
ed in ocularcentric conceptions of masculinity, this scene 
separates them. It is not simply visual pleasure that Kuu-
sisto achieves, but a wholly corporeal, holistic pleasure. 
Kuusisto figures this experience as entirely natural, beauti-
ful: “a birch tree at midsummer, the sunlight seeming to 
be above and inside her.”91 Although the visual certainly 
constitutes part of pleasure for both Kuusisto and Bettina, 
it is the heightened tactility of the experience for Kuusisto 
that anchors this first sexual encounter. To resist locating 
pleasure solely in either sex, the scene alternates between 
descriptions of his body and her body. What’s more, while 
their two bodies are entangled, Kuusisto is “looped in the 
loops of her hair.”92 Their bodies remain separate although 
intertwined, and the ambiguity of who touches who dis-

mantles any domination or control implicit in the sexual 
encounter. This claim is informed, in part, by Merleau-
Ponty’s assertion of “crisscrossing … of the touching and 
the tangible” during a sexual encounter.93 This is perhaps 
a reduction of Merleau-Ponty’s argument, but there seems 
to be something in his conception of the tactility that miti-
gates the perceived hostility, dominance of the touch.94

Kuusisto’s lived experience demonstrates the insufficiency 
of ideals of embodied masculinity. Where patriarchal and 
ableist norms, echoing the metanarrative of blindness, lo-
cate masculinity largely in the visual, Kuusisto’s disabled 
masculinity posits a corporeality, a masculinity of the body 
whole, of all the senses. If traditional masculinity is predi-
cated on “initiative, competitiveness, self-control, asser-
tiveness, and independence,” disabled masculinity renego-
tiates these standards in accordance with the lived 
experience of bodily impairment.95 Furthermore, disabled 
masculinity denaturalizes the “naturalized relation be-
tween masculinity and power.”96 In her critical study of 
alternative masculinities, “Female Masculinity,” Judith 
Halberstam carves out a space for disabled masculinity in 
the repertoire of male subject-positions. Her critique of ac-
tion films centers on the use of prosthetic extensions of the 
body “to extend masculinity.”97 Prosthetics—gadgets, 
guns, automobiles, for example—implicitly “undermine 
the [idealized] heterosexuality” of the male star of the ac-
tion film, effectively creating a gap between the hegemonic 
ideals of standards of masculinity and its embodiment in 
the world.98 These prostheses, too, seem to subvert the ide-
alized independence of hegemonic masculinity.

Prostheses are essential to Kuusisto’s day-to-day lived ex-
perience, and his reserve of prostheses comprises more 
than merely eyeglasses. Corky, Kuusisto’s guide dog, func-
tions like a prosthetic, as she increases his mobility and 
capabilities in everyday life. However, Corky complicates is 
the traditional notion of prosthetic masculinity. The heroic 
male, star of the action flick, can function without his gad-
gets and weapons; the prostheses only supplement the 
hero’s masculinity.99 Kuusisto’s guide-dog, Corky, is essen-
tial to his everyday life; here, man quite literally depends 
on man’s best friend. In fact, Corky becomes integral to 
Kuusisto’s lived experience as a disabled man. Whereas 
the gadgets of the action flick star seem unnatural and re-

“It is not simply visual pleasure that Kuusisto achieves, 
but a wholly corporeal, holistic pleasure.” 

56

ElEmEnts  : :  spring 2016



sist incorporation into the body, Corky and Kuusisto “move 
as one, [although they] are more than that.”100  

Nowhere is this dependency, this between Kuusisto and 
his guide-dog more evident than in “Guiding Eyes,” a 
poem written for Corky in Only Bread, Only Light. His ad-
miration is apparent from the stanza:

 It’s been five years

 Since I was paired with this dog

 Who, in fact, is more than a dog –

 She watches for me.101

What follows is a description of “[their] twin minds [going] 
walking” in New York City.102 Kuusisto and Corky navigate 
the city’s well-travelled paths and its landmarks in an un-
expected and mythical manner. The tension between their 
separate bodies and their singular functioning prompts 
Kuusisto to call him and his guide-dog “a kind of centaur 
– / or maybe two owls / Riding the shoulders of Miner-
va.”103 The mythic association here depicts the pair not as 
impaired or lacking, but rather as legendary, as wise. When 
he “[supposes] they’re scarcely whole,” he seems to recog-
nize the myth of wholeness inscribed in the body.104 This 
realization is hardly dismal, and Kuusisto’s subtle joy is 
palpable when he observes:

 The centaur gathers

 What passes from our flesh

 Into the heart

 Of animal faith.105

Kuusisto’s impairment here does not signify a lack, but 
rather signifies a recognition of bodily difference. Kuusisto 
and Corky come to signify wholeness of their separate, dis-
tinct bodies, and the unity of guide-dog and the guided. If 
the everyday is about routine, about establishing a home in 
one’s own space, Corky is integral to Kuusisto’s everyday 
precisely because “she leads [him] home.”106  

In a way, “Guiding Eyes” returns us to the mythical world, 
inhabited not only by the centaurs invoked by Kuusisto, 
but also by the oldest blind men of the Western cultural 
tradition. Kuusisto’s poetry and memoir oscillate between 
the mythical and the everyday. If ableist and patriarchal 
cultures operate by othering the disabled male, this alien-
ation immediately locates him outside the norm, outside 

conventional, everyday experience. 

What is so remarkable about Kuusisto’s quotidian repre-
sentations of blindness is its ability to establish an “every-
day life, [that is] the quintessential quality of taken-for-
grantedness.”107 Writing the everyday—that which goes 
without notice—is essential precisely because it relocates 
him, a disabled male, in the everyday consciousness: he is 
not an Oedipus, a Tiresias, or a Hypothetical Blind Man.108 
The disabled man, then, becomes present, familiar. He 
identifies himself as blind only to jettison the metanarra-
tive of blindness, and only then is he to able to familiarize, 
for the abled reader, his everyday life. This is precisely 
what disability life-writing aims to do: to familiarize and 
legitimize the everyday experience of disability by shed-
ding the mask of the metanarrative. In this way, everyday 
disability resembles, represents, and coincides with every-
day life. As Kuusisto “[walks] / both bodily and ghostly,” he 
and Corky retread the paths of New York City to establish 
their own everyday existences; they move with, not against, 
the city.109 

What Kuusisto’s life-writing amounts to is re-presentation 
of everyday life as a disabled man. Embodied, lived life de-
pends on more than the visual for Kuusisto—and arguably 
for all humans. What Kuusisto rejects by familiarizing and 
legitimatizing the experience of blindness are the hege-
monic standards of ableist masculinity. In this way, the 
oscillation between the mythic, the everyday, and the syn-
ergy of the senses in Kuusisto’s poetry and prose repre-
sents “disability and masculinity as lyric processes” that 
actively resist the “controlling narratives” of patriarchal 
and ableist culture.110 Representing disability and mascu-
linity introduces an “unanticipated similarity between all 
things,” thus establishing the everyday life and the embod-
ied experience as “a holistic texture” of identities and sen-
sory experience.111 Only now does Kuusisto move out of the 
shadows of Oedipus and illuminate his own everyday life 
as a blind male. 
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AsiAn AmericAn discriminAtion is often AssociAted with the concept of the “AsiAn 

BuBBle.” this discriminAtion is no different in the Boston college (Bc) community 

thAn in much of society At lArge. A serious considerAtion of the AsiAn BuBBle And 

the impAct of this lABel on the AsiAn community is necessAry to oBtAin A full 

understAnding of this complex issue And fAcilitAte the seArch for A permAnent 

solution. this reseArch project is BAsed upon A survey of 236 Bc students thAt wAs 

conducted to gAuge respondent perceptions of the AsiAn community, involvements 

on cAmpus, And connections with AsiAn AmericAn identity. results of the study 

reveAl thAt students Agree ABout the existence of negAtive perceptions of the AsiAn 

community. nevertheless, the study Also shows thAt the AsiAn community is not As 

exclusive As mAny perceive it to Be, which offers hope for further reseArch And 

Action in the future. 

Divisions DissecteD
A Deconstruction of Boston College’s “Asian Bubble”

dAniel pArk & yoon-shin (clArA) lee



inTroduCTion
This paper studies the complex idea of Asian American 
identity within the context of the Boston College (BC) com-
munity. Through this research, we explore various aspects 
of identity in relation to the Asian American community 
that exists here at BC. Similar to other AHANA (African, 
Hispanic, Asian, Native American) students at BC, Asian 
Americans experience prejudices and stereotyping, but 
Asian American discrimination is often observed in asso-
ciation with the concept of the “Asian Bubble.” It is a phe-
nomenon where Asian students on campus unite and 
form a unique community, a sub-culture that can seem 
rather exclusive to students on the outside. 

The Asian Bubble is a phenomenon that occurs not only at 
BC, but also at other schools across the nation. Moreover, 
this tendency of forming a sub-culture occurs in other 
ethnicities on campus from other AHANA ethnicities to 
white students. According to an article written by Timothy 
Egan published in the New York Times, UC Berkeley 
student Jonathan Hu described the separation in ethnic 
groups as a form of “selective self-segregation,” where 
students of differing ethnicities often do not interact with 
each other on a regular basis. However, it is interesting 
that this Asian Bubble is especially stigmatized in 
comparison to “bubbles” of other ethnicities, given that it 
is actually white students that form the least diverse racial 
group. Research conducted by Princeton sociologists 
Thomas Espenshade and Alexandria Walton Radford 
shows that white students have the most homogenous 
friendship groups.1 A recent poll conducted by Reuters 
corroborates that information by concluding that 40% of 
white Americans and 25% of non-whites have friends only 
of the same race.2 The negative connotations of the Asian 
Bubble and the resulting bias against the Asian community 
on campus only heighten the marginalization of Asian 
American students. This, in turn, can have a negative 
impact on individual self-expression and sense of identity 
because Asian heritage is not perceived as positively as it 
should be on campus, despite the reality that it constitutes 
an integral portion of identity for Asian Americans. 

signifiCanCE and PurPosE
At BC, a very distinct culture exists, one that students often 
refer to as the “BC experience.” It sets very distinctive ex-
pectations of what a BC student should and should not do. 
Within this larger experience, however, there are also 
many other sub-cultures that impact individual growth 
over the course of four years. These sub-cultures are often 
determined by demographics, such as racial or gender 
similarities, or extracurricular activities.

Within the Asian community, a large portion of the 
population is a part of an intercultural organization, 
whether as a registered member or simply by association. 
Although past research, performed by Asian Caucus 
Directors of Policy and Political Initiatives Grace Son and 
Benjamin Miyamoto,3 has shown that Asian American 
students also participate in other activities and clubs across 
campus, there is an assumption that they are most, if not 
solely, involved in these intercultural organizations. This 
only exacerbates the belief in the community’s exclusivity. 
These negative perceptions not only change the way that 
students interact with each other, but also influence 
students’ self-perceptions.

On a greater scale, there are also many social norms and 
stereotypes that revolve around certain racial minorities. 
These beliefs become dangerous as they are often 
overgeneralized to the larger population. Even in the 
university setting, it is noticeable that certain stereotypes 
are imposed on certain groups. Having these as major 
identifiers can lead to misrepresentation and 
marginalization, affecting not only the greater community, 
but also the individual. Many famous psychologists, such 
as Eric Erikson, mark college as a crucial time for identity 
development. Popular beliefs can strongly influence the 
way students perceive the world around them and their 
overall satisfaction at the school.

In the wake of recent events at the University of Misouri, 
Yale, Ithaca, and many more universities across the United 

“Similar to other AHANA students at BC, Asian 
Americans experience prejudices and stereotyping, but 

Asian American discrimination is often observed in 
association with the concept of the ‘Asian Bubble.’”
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States, many AHANA students have called for policy re-
form at BC, but before that is done, it is important to un-
derstand how institutionalized racism can affect the indi-
vidual and the larger community, in this case, the Asian 
American community. This study undertakes a deeper 
look at more individual and personal differences that may 
exist within the community. By assessing inter/intra group 
differences, a better understanding of this particular 
group, as a whole, can be ascertained. Overall, the research 
should be able to provide important insights and identify 
issues specifically pertinent for the Asian American com-
munity, such as formation of identity within the context of 
a predominantly white institution (PWI). 

liTEraTurE rEviEw 
A review of the existing literature has revealed several in-
teresting insights into Asian American identity and com-
munity. The insights and relevant information can be 
grouped into several categories: the Role of Ethnic Organi-
zations, the Significance and the Effects of Diversity, and 
the Effect of Predispositions on Asian American Students.

In general, first year AHANA students at PWIs have been 
shown to experience a significantly weaker sense of 
belonging than first year white students.4 Students who 
come from cultures incongruent with the existing culture 
at a PWI often detach themselves from their culture of 
origin and adopt the values, norms, and assumptions of 
the existing dominant culture in order to find success.5 
This is especially significant for Asian American and Black 
students, as they report the most negative assessments of 
the environment at PWIs, according to data from the 
National Survey of Student Engagement.6 Research shows 
that such a result is likely due to some of the stereotypes 
surrounding both ethnic groups, with Asian American 
students experiencing pressures that they are academically 
superior and Black students experiencing the assumption 
that they are academically inferior.7 

Ethnic organizations have been shown to aid in the transi-
tion to college, providing AHANA students with an essen-
tial component of cultural validation and familiarity, while 
also serving as a means to advocacy and cultural expres-
sion.8 The ethnic organizations on campus can also help 
such students break down the overwhelming unfamiliarity 
of the university into smaller sub-cultures, making the 
transition to a PWI much easier.9 This compartmentaliza-
tion of the university is especially significant for students 
who have “[traversed] a long cultural distance” to come to 
the university, because integration into a sub-culture on 
campus has been shown to increase the probability of a 
student’s successful immersion in and adjustment to col-
lege.10 Finally, research conducted on Black students by 
Harper and Quaye also shows that participation in these 
ethnic organizations improves cross-cultural communica-
tion skills, advocacy for marginalized populations, expres-
sion of identity, and the pursuit of social justice.11 While 
this information refers specifically to Black students, it 
maintains relevance for Asian Americans because re-
search has indicated that AHANA students do often share 
common struggles.12 

Literature on the importance of diversity sheds light on the 
struggle faced by Asian Americans at PWIs. The 
marginalization of AHANA students at PWIs is well 
documented and discussed, with success at college being 
strongly linked to the sense of belonging a student feels on 
campus.13 White students have consistently reported more 
faculty and resource availability, alongside the highest 
overall satisfaction with the campus racial climate.14 
Moreover, out of 574 first and third year students surveyed 
at a large mid-Atlantic university, white students reported 
only limited discrimination, together with an apparent 
ignorance of the prejudice faced by other minority groups.15 
Diversity on campus is a crucial part of ensuring all parties 
are equally included, and perhaps more importantly, 
fostering positive race relations. Many students, especially 
at schools such as BC, come from racially homogenous 

“Students who come from cultures incongruent with the 
existing culture at a PWI often detach themselves from 

their culture of origin and adopt the values, norms, and 
assumptions of the existing dominant culture in order to 

find success.”
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backgrounds that do not adequately prepare them to deal 
with the diversity they have never previously experienced.16 
Thus, fostering positive race relations is often difficult for 
many students to do because of their predispositions that 
steer them towards certain behaviors and paths in college, 
an element that will be discussed further in the following 
paragraph.17 Moreover, alongside individual commitment 
to diversity, research has shown strong benefits associated 
with an institutional commitment to diversity.18 An 
institutional commitment to diversity will significantly 
improve race relations on campus and overcoming 
barriers, but it must be done in the right way. Research 
shows that institutional commitment must manifest itself 
through provision of educational information on interracial 
friendships and through support of diverse student 
interaction.19 The diversity on campus needs to operate 
through the development of interracial friendship in a 
close, interpersonal environment in order to explicitly 
support marginalized students.20 

Predispositions are attitudes and mindsets ingrained with-
in individuals that influence them in certain directions. In 
the case of Asian American identity, predispositions affect 
the individual actions of groups of students, which in turn 
can affect the overall culture of an institution.21 The culture 
of an institution may then impact the identity of Asian 
American students, who arrive with certain predisposi-
tions. Literature indicates the importance of accentuation 
theory, which theorizes that students’ predispositions en-
tering college are reinforced as students select certain ac-
tivities and peer groups.22 Thus, those who have experi-
ence with diversity and recognize its importance will likely 
accentuate that value by selecting “courses, peers, and ac-
tivities that will strengthen their initial inclinations.”23 
This theory is especially important to consider at a PWI 
such as BC that has many students, faculties, and admin-
istrative staffs from homogenous backgrounds.24 These 
predispositions also impact the racial tension on campus 
through a fear-induced anxiety of interacting with diverse 
groups which prevents students from interacting confi-
dently and meaningfully.25 A reduction of said anxiety is 
therefore integral to increasing inter-ethnic interaction, 
and by consequence all essential feelings of belonging stu-
dents feel at school. 

The literature offers interesting implications for the Asian 
American community in relation to the larger population, 
whether in private institutions or more casual settings. 

These implications establish an interesting frame of refer-
ence with which to study the BC community. Through the 
study of Asian American identity and community within 
the context of a specific institution, this study seeks to in-
tegrate academic credibility into future conversations 
about the Asian community, the various perceptions and 
connotations of the term Asian Bubble, and the idea of 
Asian American identity within the context of BC. These 
findings and information will initiate the change in per-
ceptions of the Asian American community at BC, open 
up opportunities for further research, advocacy, and even 
inspiration for Asian American communities outside of 
the context of BC. 

METhods
For our research, a survey was distributed to and complet-
ed by 236 BC students, both those on campus and those 
abroad during the Fall 2015 semester, almost all of whom 
identified as Asian or Asian American, or had one parent 
of Asian descent. Of the participant pool, 36% identified as 
Chinese, 32% as Korean, 5% as Taiwanese, 5% as Indian/
South Asian, 4% as Filipino, and 9% were of mixed ethnic 
descent. 56.9% were from the Morrisey School of Arts and 
Sciences, 24.6% from the Carroll School of Management, 
10.6% from the Connell School of Nursing, and the re-
maining 7.7% studied in the Lynch School of Education. 
Aside from basic demographic questions such as race and 
graduation year, the survey contained a diverse array of 
questions to help us collect as much data as possible, in-
cluding multiple choice, free response, and Likert scale. 
The questions were intended to gather information on 
three topics: 1) Perception of the Asian community; 2) In-

asian college students relaxing on campus 
(courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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volvement on campus; 3) Perception of “Asian” identity. 
Also, several non-Asian students filled out the survey. 
Their responses were noted, as they could provide useful 
opinions; however, they were not included in the overall 
analysis of the survey. 

The survey was split into two portions: identity and com-
munity. The identity section mainly consisted of involve-
ment in high school and college activities for freshmen, 
sophomores, juniors, and seniors, respectively. They 
were also asked questions on how strongly they identi-
fied with their ethnicity, using a Likert scale. The ques-
tion, “If you were on the phone with someone you never 
met, how would you describe yourself in one sentence?” 
has answers coded into 8 different categories: physical, 
personality traits, characteristic values, activities, inter-
ests, labels/roles, cultural/ethnic, and miscellaneous. 
The last of the 8 was coded as a 0. The second part con-
sisted of varying questions and statements about beliefs 
regarding the Asian Bubble and perceptions of the com-
munity, which were also all measured by a Likert scale. A 
question on the perception of the Asian American com-
munity was also asked. The survey questioned respon-
dents: “In your own words, how do you define the Asian 
Bubble?” If a response had a negative perception, it was 
coded as -1, if neutral or mixed, it was coded as 0, if it had 
a positive perception, it was coded as 1. 

Moreover, depending on whether the participants indi-
cated whether they were freshmen or not, a separate 
Freshman Survey, slightly different from the Sopho-
more-Senior survey, was provided. Freshmen may have a 
different perspective on the campus community, and 
their experiences or lack thereof can prevent them from 
providing reliable answers to some of the questions tai-
lored for the upperclassmen, such as: “How has the 
Asian community impacted your personal develop-
ment?” Therefore, they were asked questions about their 
past involvement in high school, and questions about 
their perception of the existing Asian community at BC. 
Questions about identity and beliefs about the Asian 
Bubble remained the same. Like the previous survey, this 
survey mainly utilized a Likert scale for a majority of its 
questions, such as “Do you believe that the Asian Bubble 
will impact your experience at BC over the course of your 
four years?” Depending on the question, strength of 
agreement or negative/positive attitude was measured.

The survey was distributed to the BC community 
utilizing several mediums. Under the campus club Asian 

Caucus, the Asian Caucus Facebook page, e-mail list, and 
events could be used to continually advertise the survey 
and the associated raffle prizes to a wider audience. 
Moreover, the Thea Bowman AHANA Intercultural Center 
(BAIC) staff assisted with the distribution of the survey. 
The BAIC staff has access to an e-mail group that includes 
all the Asian students on campus, and the email that BAIC 
staff members sent to the group on our behalf directly 
resulted in many more responses. The last form of 
advertisement, but by no means the least, was simple word 
of mouth. The survey was released to the public in late 
September, and upon closing of the survey on November 
15, a comprehensive analysis of the data received was 
conducted.

rEsulTs

In the survey, a section of the questions, for both freshmen 
and upperclassmen, was measured by a Likert Scale. De-
pending on the question, the scale measured the degree of 
agreement or the degree of a positive/negative attitude, 
shown in Figure 1 and 2. Freshmen were asked different 
questions in a similar manner as explained above.

The freshman mode ranged between 3 and 4. With a stan-
dard deviation of 1.339, the question regarding involve-
ment in the Asian community in high school had the high-
est standard deviation. There was also a negative correlation 
of -0.127 between the belief in the existence of the Asian 
Bubble and integration into the Asian community during 

an aerial vieW of Boston college (courtesy of 
wikimedia commons)
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high school. The correlation between the expected impact 
of the Asian Bubble on one’s experience and expectations 
of the Asian community had a correlation of 0.247.

For sophomores and seniors, the statement, “Most of my 
friends here at BC are of same or similar ethnic descent as 
me,” had the largest, standard deviation of 1.355, whereas 
the question of “Overall, how has the Asian community 
personally impacted you?” had the lowest standard devia-

tion of 0.824. This question also had the lowest range of 3, 
as no one answered 1 for this particular question. The 
statement, “There seems to be a negative perception of the 
Asian community amongst the non-Asian students at BC,” 
had a median of 4, while other statements and questions 
all had a median of 3.

Correlation between the impact of the Asian community 
on their “BC experience,” and the definition of the Asian 
Bubble was 0.236. When the statistic of the definition of 
the Asian Bubble is replaced with that of the perception of 
the Asian Bubble, the correlation rises to .438. The correla-
tion between how much an individual identified with the 
Asian community at BC and their perception of the Asian 
Bubble was 0.426.

figure 1 sophomores to seniors Were asked to rate 
their level of agreement on varying statements 
aBout their community. a higher numBer indicated 
hoW much one agreed and personally identified 
With a certain Belief or stereotype aBout the 
asian community. the last question focused on 
understanding the influence the community has 
had on their personal development thus far. due 
to the differences in questions, the scale Was 
chosen Based on What Was trying to Be measured.

figure 2 distriBution of ansWers for freshmen 
(top) and sophomores and seniors (Bottom). all 
of the questions Were measured Based on What Was 
considered the most appropriate measure/scale. 
for the freshmen, the question “What are your 
expectations of the Boston college community?” 
Was measured on a likert scale of ‘very exclusive’ 
to ‘very inclusive.’
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Between identity and how strongly one identified with his 
or her Asian heritage, the correlations were -0.106 and 
0.100, for freshmen and sophomores, juniors, and se-
niors, respectively. It was also shown that freshmen had a 
greater tendency to give a negative definition for the Asian 
Bubble, at a mean of -0.244, compared to their sopho-
more, junior, and senior counterparts, at -0.188. 

disCussion
Based on the results, three important findings about the 
intersection of identity and community were identified.

First of all, our research showed that the Asian American 
community is not as exclusive as the perception of the 
Asian Bubble would suggest. Freshmen entering BC 
showed much variation in past involvement in the Asian 
community, and sophomores, juniors, and seniors indi-
cated that many have friends of different ethnic descent, 
with the largest variation. For involvement, freshmen were 
shown to be more involved in service, athletics, and aca-
demics during high school. As for sophomores, juniors 
and seniors, the top three involvements were cultural, ser-
vice, and academics, which were all close in number. Un-
like what was predicted, identity and ethnic heritage were 
shown to have a very low correlation. Individuals were 
more likely to identify themselves with personal traits than 
anything else, regardless of their graduation year. It dis-
proves the idea that Asian Americans exclusively involve 
themselves with those who are ethnically similar to them. 
Out-group differences and visible characteristics are there-
fore more likely to be emphasized and shared. Although 
individually, participants were more likely to use personal 
characteristics, their general view of the Asian Bubble was 
still negative.

One statistic that was particularly interesting was how 
many students agreed that there was a negative perception 
of the Asian community at BC. It had the highest mean of 
3.48 and mode of 4, in comparison to other statements 
and questions. Within the group, beliefs and characteris-
tics are more determined by expectations of the greater 
community rather than individual contributions. Expecta-
tions, even in larger society, play a huge role in determin-
ing the ways that individuals think, both about the com-
munity and about themselves. This may also contribute to 
the exclusivity that is perceived. These negative percep-
tions may discourage individuals from interacting with 
those outside of their community.

Curiously, there was not a strong correlation between sev-
eral categories hypothesized to show a strong significance. 
For example, the correlation between an individual’s per-
ception of the Asian Bubble and how much an individual 
identifies with the Asian community was 0.426, which 
was lower than expected going into the initial analysis of 
the dataset. This surprisingly weak relationship also con-
tinues into the analysis of correlation between other fac-
tors such as the impact of the Asian community on one’s 
“BC experience” and one’s definition of the Asian Bubble. 
Initially, it was expected that if one believed the Asian com-
munity impacted their “BC experience” in a positive man-
ner, they would also have a more positive definition of the 
Asian Bubble. However, that correlation only came out to 
be 0.236. A possible cause for this is that there are stu-
dents who filled out the survey and indicated a positive 
perception of the Asian Bubble, are not actively involved in 
the community, thus lowering the correlations. If true, 
then it could show that the negative perceptions of the 
Asian community are not as pronounced as many within 
the community believe. 

Lastly, an interesting difference between the freshman 
perception and the upperclassman perception of the Asian 
community was noticed. When analyzing the results of the 
question “In your own words, how do you define the Asian 
Bubble?” it was notable that the freshmen had a more 
negative perception than the upperclassmen. Using the 
perception code of negative: -1, neutral: 0, and positive: 1, 
freshmen had an average perception of -0.244, while the 
upperclassmen had an average of -0.188. This may be due 
to one of two reasons: 1) Groupthink affects upperclassmen 
who are a part of the Asian community to respond 

asian students in class (source: publicdomainpic-
tures)
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positively, or 2) Directly experiencing the Asian community 
contradicts the negative perceptions surrounding the 
community, leading upperclassmen to have more positive 
perceptions. 

These results can all be linked to the concept of Asian 
American Identity. The Asian community as a whole is an 
agglomeration of unique individuals that are all seeking to 
find a sense of identity and belonging on campus. In com-
ing to BC, Asian Americans will likely feel naturally mar-
ginalized, given the lack of diversity present in many areas 
of the school. Moreover, the presence of a tightly knit 
Asian community offers a familiarity that is key for a stu-
dent’s sense of belonging and ultimate sense of identity as 
individuals. Thus, despite most of the information and 
findings relating to the Asian community as a whole, it is 
still pertinent for our main concern of the Asian American 
student on an individual level. The hope is to foster a com-
munity of people who support the growth and develop-
ment of each individual while also igniting the flame for 
Asian American advocacy. In attempting to study the com-
munity through an objective lens, we desire to integrate 
academic credibility into conversations about the Asian 
community, the various perceptions and connotations of 
the Asian Bubble, and the idea of Asian American identity 
within the context of BC. 

liMiTaTions
There were many limitations in both data collection and 
data analysis. As the survey was conducted on campus 
with a limited amount of time, our sample was a self-se-
lected, convenience sample. Although around 25% of the 
Asian population at BC participated in the study, that quar-
ter may have been representative of only a few specific 
characteristics of the larger population, therefore cannot 
be generalized to all Asian BC students. With the collec-
tion method that was used, the survey was more likely to 
reach a certain group of individuals within the greater 
population. Students more involved in the Thea Bowman 
AHANA Intercultural Center, more likely to check email, 
or those who are members of Asian intercultural clubs had 

a higher probability of being exposed to the survey at one 
point during the two months time span.

As with most surveys, there are also threats of self-report 
and response bias. It is difficult to truly surmise whether 
the responses received were honest or whether individuals 
interpreted our questions in different manners. Due to in-
dividual differences, answers to certain questions may 
have been different, leading to a different analysis of our 
data. Although a disclaimer to the survey was included, in 
electronic form, people may have been more hesitant 
about being completely candid with their responses. Also, 
being an Asian American study, it may have changed an-
swers or elicited varying responses to certain questions. 
Individuals may have been more inclined to use personal 
characteristics or other descriptors, rather than ethnic or 
racial ones in their answers, knowing that all participants 
were of the same race.

For the freshmen data that was collected, there was also an 
issue of time. Based on the time at which freshmen com-
pleted the survey, answers may have differed. If filled out 
closer to the end of the two months, freshmen may have 
been exposed to the Asian community quite a bit by that 
time, thus altering their perceptions about the community. 
Providing this survey to incoming freshmen at orientation 
or when they were accepted to BC would have been a more 
ideal situation to rid any confounding variables.

Lastly, with the topic chosen and the consequent research 
done, it is difficult to make concrete conclusions about this 
topic. More research would need to be done on each spe-
cific subtopic in order to get a clearer understanding of the 
actual results. This survey would need to be repeated lon-
gitudinally to see the actual long-term effects of the Asian 
community on an individual.

fuTurE rEsEarCh
It is important for this study to be continued in the future 
in order to assess the true long-term impact of one’s 
perception of the community on one’s identity. 

“The hope is to foster a community of people who support 
the growth and development of each individual, while 

also igniting the flame for Asian American advocacy.” 
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Longitudinally, this study would be more valuable in 
understanding how perceptions and behaviors develop 
over time. However, within this study, there are many 
other ideas that can be more deeply analyzed. Being an 
explorative study, there are also many subtopics that may 
have not been looked at in detail. The interactions within 
the community and whether or not they are reflective of 
what was found within this research could be further 
explored. Also, conducting the research on other schools’ 
campuses can potentially shed light on how these sub-
cultures may differ at universities.

In the future, it is also important to consider both out-
group and in-group differences in the research, both of 
which play key roles in how certain beliefs are developed 
concerning our own community. This does not only ring 
true for societal ideas and norms, but also for subtle beliefs 
amidst the community. By looking at ways in which others 
perceive other communities, it is also possible to look at 
how the Asian community is perceived. Especially in a 
time and age that is changing so rapidly, it is crucial to 
evaluate how in-group differences are changing. Studying 
how certain beliefs may affect actual behavior may provide 
insightful conclusions as well.

Perceptions of others can also largely impact one’s beliefs. 
Understanding how fellow members view not only the 
community but also those on the outside can provide a 
new perspective on existing ideas. Although the topics 
studied mostly pertain to Asian American students, it 
would also be helpful to assess students of other races. 
Conducting studies on the sense of identity for other 
AHANA ethnicities would be especially useful. Not only 
can such research provide useful insight for students of 
other races, but it may also identify where common 
struggles exist for all AHANA students, thus providing a 
stronger foundation for social unity and advocacy efforts 
on campus. Furthermore, it would help recognize and 
differentiate various ethnicities and the issues they are 
facing. This will prevent the oversimplification of all 
AHANA issues as one single question.
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Policy and intelligence are intimately intertwined. Policymakers need intelligence 

to make decisions, while the intelligence community derives significance from its 

ability to Provide Policy makers with reliable information. in this symbiotic 

relationshiP, it is healthy for intelligence consumers to at times check and direct 

the work of intelligence Producers. however, if undertaken maliciously, this 

checking mechanism manifests as toP-down Politicization.  here, leaders use 

intelligence Post facto to legitimize their Policies instead of using it to guide 

them, reversing the rational decision-making Process. certain factors may comPel 

leaders to maniPulate intelligence to reflect their Policy Preferences. this essay 

demonstrates how three distinct Processes of toP-down Politicization can arise 

from ambiguous evidence, the Psychology of intelligence consumers, and the 

nature of the leaders’ Political Positions and resPonsibilities. it then Proceeds to 

argue that Political leaders’ Psychology is the most Potent source of toP-down 

Politicization.

the psychological puzzle
Contributing Factors to the Top-Down

rebecca moretti

Politicization of Intelligence 



aMbiguous EvidEnCE and indirECT ManiP-
ulaTion of inTElligEnCE
Ambiguous evidence can subtly shape and manipulate in-
telligence. Policymakers can exert this form of top-down 
politicization either consciously or unconsciously. For ex-
ample, when ambiguous evidence is a factor, intelligence 
consumers may pose repeated questions to producers or 
request more specific information. If the policymaker tru-
ly does not understand the intelligence or wants the ana-
lyst to produce more relevant information, this process 
remains relatively benign. However, policymakers will of-
ten use this tactic as a subtle form of pressure, designed to 
direct analysts—who sometimes comply out of self-inter-
est or resignation—to produce policy-friendly intelligence. 
Policymakers often prefer a snappy and decisive analysis 
over a careful and complex one, since they are under time 
constraints that incline them to act quickly and confident-
ly, while analysts are more concerned with depth and ac-
curacy.1 Uncertainties and ambiguities—characteristics 
inherent to intelligence—are discomforting to policymak-
ers, who try to refine intelligence to make it support their 
policies or otherwise exploit ambiguity by manipulating 
intelligence to their liking.2 When intelligence is vague, 
choices regarding critical decisions are likely to be politi-
cal. The tendency of intelligence officers to qualify their 
intelligence and render it more ambiguous leads policy-
makers to reward and encourage those who produce more 
concise—and often more hasty—intelligence products.3 

“Analysts who simplify and advocate get more attention 
from time-pressed policymakers than analysts who com-
plicate or equivocate,” writes Richard Betts.4 Policymakers 
may ignore ambiguous evidence or force analysts to con-
tinually re-evaluate and re-focus their analyses. When in-
telligence is too ambiguous, policymakers may also try to 
bypass analysts by examining the raw data themselves, 
which invariably leads to an imposition of their own bias-
es. Ambiguous evidence makes it hard to create the con-
sensus of support policymakers need to justify their deci-
sions, and increases the likelihood that leaders will prod 
the intelligence community to produce more decisive 
analyses. Mark Lowenthal explains, “The policy maker 
wants to be able to show that a policy or decision is correct 
or well handled and wants intelligence that is supportive 
or that does not call into question the policy or decision.”5 
Thus, ambiguous evidence is at times shunned by policy-
makers, who will search for a more suitable analysis or 
indirectly manipulate intelligence to their benefit. 

lEadErs’ PsyChology and sElECTivE Pro-
CEssing of inTElligEnCE 
From leaders’ psychology can emerge the process of “cher-
ry-picking” congenial intelligence, ignoring and disregard-
ing information that refutes certain policies. Due to cogni-
tive biases, policymakers are likely to focus on information 
that supports their opinions while ignoring opposing in-
formation, discouraging analysts from revealing contra-
dictory evidence.6 According to Richard Betts, “What [po-
litical zealots] seek from intelligence is ammunition, not 
truth.”7 Leaders are accustomed to risk, and experience has 
taught them to be confident in their judgments, which is 
why it is psychologically feasible for them to ignore con-
trary evidence and seek ammunition to confirm their bi-
ases. “The psychology of decision-making also explains 
why leaders ignore intelligence,” writes Joshua Rovner. 
“Individuals’ expectations have a powerful effect on their 
ability to accurately perceive information,” writes Rovner.8   
For this reason, policymakers have a hard time absorbing 
data that is inconsistent with their preconceptions. Rather 
than seeking out intelligence to shape policy, they seek in-
telligence to support their preformed political and ideo-
logical notions.9 Because bottom-up politicization exists 
simultaneous to “cherry-picking,” policymakers inherently 
fear subversion by intelligence producers and focus on 
analyses that fall in line with their own policies. Not only 
do they disregard unpleasant information, but they may 
also scorn the analyst or organization that provided it.10 
Furthermore, this selectivity of information can advertent-

a political cartoon from Harper’s weekly depicting 
an exchange BetWeen carl schurz and uncle sam 
(courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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ly or inadvertently apply pressure on analysts, who may 
tailor their reports to the policymakers’ preference. There 
are heady psychological costs to be incurred with the real-
ization that a chosen and long-propounded policy is failing 
and must be reversed; therefore, policymakers “cherry-
pick” not only to publicly support their policies, but also to 
privately soothe their psychological qualms about their 
own decisions. In dealing with the war in Iraq, former 
President George W. Bush “was aware that a degree of self-
manipulation if not self-deception was involved.”11 Bush 
focused on intelligence that supported his policy in Iraq 
because he knew that if his resolve weakened, his whole 
team’s confidence in its abilities would weaken as well. 
The psychological pain of confronting failure is intense in 
any situation, but is especially magnified on the global 
stage in the policymakers’ world. Policies are difficult to 
reverse once they have gained momentum, so even if re-
lated information surfaces against the policy it will likely 
be ignored.12 Additionally, once people have invested a lot 
of time and effort into something, the psychological costs 
of starting from scratch are too painful to bear. As a result, 
officials will ignore unwelcome news and fixate on infor-
mation that is supportive of their endeavors.

lEadErs’ PoliTiCal PosiTion and dirECT 
ManiPulaTion of inTElligEnCE 
Sometimes even direct manipulation of intelligence may 
arise from officials’ political positions and policy concerns. 
Direct manipulation is risky since it is the most blatant 
kind of politicization and  is therefore used in only dire 
situations when a leader’s political position or an impor-
tant policy is at stake. Although examples of this arm-twist-
ing are rare, it appears to be an effective solution when a 
leader’s reputation is in danger.13 “Politicization is more 
likely when policymakers have committed themselves to 
highly controversial issues,” writes Rovner. “Public com-
mitments make policymakers vulnerable to political costs 
if their plans appear misguided or doomed to fail, giving 
them strong incentives to pressure intelligence to deliver 
supporting estimates.”14 Direct politicization occurs when 
policymakers pressure intelligence agencies to deliver 

products that support their policies and, more subtly, ap-
point analysts who are likely to produce the preferred out-
come, resulting in manipulation by appointment. Direct 
manipulation can emerge out of leaders’ genuine belief 
that their policy is the best long-term solution for their 
constituents, regardless of contrary intelligence. Further-
more, since reneging a political position or admitting fail-
ure can have severe political consequences, leaders are 
likely to do everything in their power to defend their ac-
tions. They know that criticism of their policies will be very 
costly, so they try to create an image of consensus and le-
gitimacy by pressuring intelligence—which tends to be 
seen as politically unbiased— to support their decisions.15 
“To change their basic objectives will be to incur very high 
costs, including, in some cases, losing their offices if not 
their lives,” writes Robert Jervis.16 Policymakers seek re-
election, career advancement, and other benefits from the 
policies they pursue, giving them a strong personal incen-
tive to gain approval for their initiatives.17 Since the stakes 
are high in such cases, leaders in these situations are more 
likely to employ direct manipulation. If desperate, policy-

“The psychological pain of confronting failure is intense 
in any situation, but is especially magnified on the global 

stage in the policymakers’ world.”

a political cartoon from tHe world depicting 
nationalist symBols of great Britain upset over 
american neutrality during early World War i 
(courtesy of wikimedia commons)

73

the psychological puzzle



makers may even resort to the willful distortion of analy-
sis. Usually this occurs when policymakers genuinely be-
lieve their policy will eventually be beneficial, and are 
willing to manipulate the truth to get it to succeed. 

lEadErs’ PsyChology as ThE MosT PoTEnT 
sourCE of PoliTiCizaTion
At first glance, leaders’ political position appears to be the 
most potent source of politicization. However, although 
this is a powerful source, it is neither the most prevalent 
nor the most corrupting. While the nature of leaders’ po-
litical positions and responsibilities is subject to change, 
their cognitive behaviors remain the same, which is why 
leaders’ psychology is actually the most potent and wide-
spread source of politicization. If officials were unfettered 
by their psychological influences, they would realize that it 
is more rational and beneficial to adapt policy to intelli-
gence whenever possible. In practice, by accepting impor-
tant evidence—even if it contradicts policy—leaders could 
ameliorate their political positions and better fulfill their 
responsibilities to the public in the long run. Although 
they may suffer short-term consequences for modifying 
their policies, leaders could validate these shifts with rele-
vant intelligence. In reality, however, the leader will often 
choose to continue the policy even when it is unpopular. 
This phenomenon can only be explained by the policy 
maker’s psychology, since rational consideration would fa-
vor more flexible decision-making. As Betts says, the main 
challenge to high-level operators is “recognizing when a 
proper understanding of reality confirms the feasibility of 
their aims, or compels them to change course.”19 What 
compels leaders to politicize intelligence is not their cur-
rent political positions, but rather the psychological ten-
dencies that prevent them from constructively accepting 
opposition. Leaders’ psychology and their political position 
are intrinsically tied. The leaders’ psychological attach-
ment to predispositions and first-choice policies is what 
prevents  them from looking at their policies and responsi-
bilities objectively. Even if leaders receive intelligence that 
their policy is failing, they will fixate on supporting evi-
dence and continue their policy out of a psychological aver-
sion to backing out of large commitments. For this reason, 
it is difficult for leaders to see when their policies are inad-
equate and to use intelligence in an unbiased way that 
could help improve policy. What allows policymakers to 
exploit ambiguous intelligence is not primarily the intelli-
gence itself, regardless of its ambiguity, but rather the psy-
chological predilections that prevent them from accurately 
appraising the information.
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This essay explores anThony Trollope’s decision To idenTify phineas finn, of his vari-

ous “palliser novels,” as irish. Many vicTorian readers quesTioned phineas’s eThnici-

Ty and lack of sTereoTypically irish characTerisTics, and Trollope hiMself renounced 

This decision in his auTobiography. The characTer’s irishness, however, seeMs To be 

More Than a giMMick To differenTiaTe The novel froM siMilar Tales of aspiring MeM-

bers of parliaMenT; in phineas finn, The auThor uses eThniciTy To inverT The naTional 

Marriage Trope. Trollope eMploys gendered eThnic sTereoTypes, casTing his TiTle 

characTer as feMinine in his roManTic enTangleMenTs and even his poliTical behav-

ior, while The english ladies he MeeTs are described as Masculine. buT The characTer 

of phineas eMerges as More coMplicaTed Than a feMinine or eMasculaTed one; in his 

Tenuous loyalTy To his docile irish sweeThearT, phineas becoMes a convenTional Male 

lead. his irishness, Then, lends a dualiTy To his characTer ThaT encoMpasses More 

Than Merely Two naTional idenTiTies; iT eMbodies Two enTirely differenT kinds of Men: 

one Masculine and The oTher feMinine, one a philanderer and The oTher loyal, one 

english and The oTher irish. 

TWO SEPARATE PERSONS
Ethnicity and Identity in Trollope’s Phineas Finn

Jennifer heine



Phineas Finn is widely regarded as one of Anthony Trol-
lope’s most popular works. Published serially in St Paul’s 
Magazine between 1867 and 1868, the novel satirizes the 
British parliamentary system through the adventures of its 
title character, an Irish pícaro, who experiences a number 
of ups and downs over the course of a tumultuous political 
career. While the novel, unlike several of Trollope’s others, 
takes place in England, it is frequently remembered as one 
of his Irish novels, given the ethnicity of the protagonist. 
However, the nature of that ethnicity, particularly what 
Trollope intended to accomplish by writing his hero as 
Irish, remains controversial; while some regard Phineas’s 
Irishness as inherent to his character and to the plot of the 
novel, others consider it secondary, even accidental. In or-
der to analyze the significance of Phineas Finn’s ethnicity, 
one must consider what aspects of Irish culture the charac-
ter embodies, as well as what he might symbolize in the 
context of Trollope’s work.

According to Trollope’s autobiography, Phineas Finn 
ought not to have been written this way at all. As he 
explains: 

It was certainly a blunder to take him from Ireland – into which 
I was led by the circumstance that I created the scheme of the 
book during a visit to Ireland. There was nothing to be gained 
by the peculiarity, and there was an added difficulty in obtain-
ing sympathy and affection for a politician belonging to a na-
tionality whose politics are not respected in England. But in 
spite of this, Phineas succeeded.1

Whether Trollope intended to suggest that the entire novel 
ought to have been set in Ireland, or that his aspiring 
member of Parliament ought to have been English, re-
mains unclear. It is also possible that he mentions this 
opinion to spark interest in an earlier novel towards the 
end of his career. 

This acknowledgement has led Phineas’s nation of origin 
to be hotly contested among readers and critics. For some, 
Trollope’s comment has enabled them to largely ignore 
Phineas’s Irish identity and instead focus on other aspects 
of his character. According to Patrick Lonergan’s “The 
Representation Of Phineas Finn: Anthony Trollope’s 
Palliser Series And Victorian Ireland,” “Phineas’s 
nationality has been ignored because of Trollope’s 
statement that he believed it was a ‘blunder’ to make his 
hero an Irishman… it is disappointing that Phineas’s 
nationality has been ignored or dismissed by literary 
critics.”2 Jane Elizabeth Dougherty contrasts this in “An 
Angel In The House: The Act Of Union And Anthony 
Trollope’s Irish Hero,” claiming that the opposite effect 
can be discerned:

Because Trollope himself called attention to the “blunder”… 
many of these critics have examined the importance of 
Phineas’s ethnicity to the story… Clearly, critics have not yet 
reached a consensus on the tricky subject of the ethnicity of 
Phineas Finn, and its effects on the characterizations, 
composition, trajectory, and reception of Trollope’s… novel.3

One can conclude, though, that Phineas’s Irish heritage 
was originally intended to improve upon the novel’s hero. 
According to Trollope’s An Autobiography, 

In writing Phineas Finn… I was conscious that I could not 
make a tale pleasing chiefly, or perhaps in any part, by politics. 
If I write politics for my own sake, I must put in love and 
intrigue, social incidents, with perhaps a dash of sport, for the 
benefit of me readers. In this way I think I make my political 
hero interesting.4 

That is to say, the author felt that he could not write a 
wholly political novel for fear of alienating his readers, 
who chiefly sought amusement from his works. Rather, 
the Phineas Finn that emerged is more of a satire of political 
novels than a standard political novel. Writing the title 
character as an Irishman helps to set it apart from similar 
tales of ambitious men with Parliamentary aspirations.

a sketch of london as the city Would appear in 
pHineas finn in the 1860s (courtesy of wikimedia 
commons)
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The problem with Phineas’s Irishness, to many readers, is 
that it does not seem particularly Irish. Unlike many other 
stereotypical Irish characters of the time, “he is neither 
lazy, nor improvident, nor dishonest, nor a drunkard, nor 
anything more than a nominal Roman Catholic, nor, in 
particular, violent. He doesn’t even have a brogue”.5 Thus, 
it would be possible for English readers to consider him 
Irish in name only, without any of the difficulties that 
typically accompany an Irish character. 

Critics, however, have called attention to the character’s 
resemblance to a number of historical Irish politicians of 
the time. As Lonergan argues, 

Phineas closely resembles at least six real Irish politicians, and 
is comparable to numerous others. This proves one thing con-
clusively: Phineas is similar to a large number of Irish people 
who actually existed during Trollope’s time. It is therefore obvi-
ously incorrect to describe him as insufficiently “Hibernian.”6 

In his “‘Two Nations on One Soil’: Land, Fenians, and Pol-
itics in Fiction,” James Murphy adds, “Several individuals 
have been proffered as candidates for the real-life Phineas. 
The most likely seems to be Sir John Pope Hennessy 
(1834–1891), a Catholic who sat as a Conservative member 
of parliament.”7 Regardless of who served as the model for 
Trollope’s character, one must conclude that, given critical 
speculation of Phineas’s similarity to various historical 
Irishmen, his portrayal is somewhat realistic. One could 
conclude that readers and critics who call Phineas insuffi-
ciently Irish have failed to distinguish between the stereo-
type of an Irish character and the reality of one. 

Dougherty expresses this conflict well when she explains:

There is little about Phineas that is obviously Irish, and yet it 
does favor him, at least in Phineas Finn. Phineas is a successful 
and sympathetic character… Phineas’s Irishness is and is not 
evident in the text, it is both crucial and incidental to Phineas’s 
characterization; the narrative trajectory of the Phineas novels 
is at once enabled and disabled by the ethnicity of their 
eponymous hero.8 

Because Phineas represents a unique Irishman, one who 
supports the union between Ireland and Great Britain and 
feels welcome in English society, he can be read, not as a 
representative of his culture, but rather as an individualis-
tic, particular representation of an Irish person.

In fact, the Liberal Party seems to seek exactly that indi-
viduality in their recruitment of Phineas Finn:

Then ‘the party,’ – by which Barrington Erle probably meant 
the great man in whose service he himself had become a politi-
cian, – required that the candidate should be a safe man, one 
who would support ‘the party,’ – not a cankerous, red-hot, semi-
Fenian, running about to meetings at the Rotunda, and such-
like, with views of his own about tenant-right and the Irish 
Church. ‘But I have views of my own,’ said Phineas, blushing 
again. ‘Of course you have, my dear boy,’ said Barrington, clap-
ping him on the back. ‘I shouldn’t come to you unless you had 
views. But your views and ours are the same, and you’re just the 
lad for Galway.9 

Though Barrington’s requirements come across as incred-
ibly specific, they reflect a particular kind of representation 
of Irishness by Trollope: one that acknowledges a diversity 
of Irish individuals. Though the stereotypical Irishman is 
described here in a potentially offensive manner, both Bar-
rington and the author recognize that not all Irish people 
can be categorized that way. Rather, the Irish populace may 
have “views of [their] own,” whether in support of or 
against the Act of Union.  

Murphy expresses a similar sentiment: 

Though [Phineas is] an Irish Catholic he is not a formal nation-
alist per se and is a participant in the internal machinations of 
the British political party system. This reflects the politics of the 
1850s and 1860s before the rise of the new Irish parliamentary 
party in the 1870s.10

Given the political upheaval of the era, following the Act of 
Union, which bound Ireland to the United Kingdom after 
a spate of rebellious activities in the late eighteenth 

“...he can be read, not as a representative of his culture, 
but rather as an individualistic, particular representation 

of an Irish person.”
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century, the character’s loyalty is particularly notable. An 
outsider himself, Phineas nonetheless expresses great 
respect for his new position and in particular for the 
government he serves: “Phineas had many serious, almost 
solemn thoughts on his journey towards London… he was 
minded to be very earnest. He would go to his work 
honestly and conscientiously, determined to do his duty as 
best he might.”11 

Like the author, then, the protagonist partakes in no rebel-
lious actions throughout Phineas Finn, and even supports 
British rule, unlike many of his historical counterparts. Ac-
cording to Dougherty, “the text takes pains to absolve 
Phineas of any Fenian tendencies, and unlike the Fenians, 
Phineas has no interest in dismantling the union; instead 
he hopes to make the Union work for him, as it did for his 
creator Trollope.”12 This individualism helped the text 
“succeed,” as Trollope noted in his aforementioned autobi-
ography, despite his heritage.13

Alternately, many critics have come to interpret Phineas as 
a symbolic character, one who represents a version of the 
national marriage trope in the context of the Act of Union. 

The Act of Union legally assimilated Ireland into the United 
Kingdom. From the moment it was proposed – as a means of 
subduing Ireland, which had in 1798 exploded into violent re-
bellion – it was seen in the popular imagination as a marriage 

between Great Britain and Ireland, with Britain as the groom 
and Ireland as the bride.14

This trope, commonly known as the national marriage, 
had already been well-established by the time Trollope ad-
opted it. According to “Love’s Labour’s Lost: Romantic Al-
legory in Trollope’s “Castle Richmond” by Bridget Mat-
thews-Kane, 

The popularity of other allegorical romances such as Lady Mor-
gan’s The Wild Irish Girl (1806), Charles Maturin’s The Mile-
sian Chief (1812), and the Banim Brother’s The Boyne Water 
(1826) does make it likely that Trollope read them and was fa-
miliar with the conventions of the form.”15 

In most of these novels, a female personification of Ireland 
and a male personification of Great Britain are cast in a 
romance that leads ultimately to a happy marriage: one 
that is meant to represent the union of the two nations. 

Most of the novel seems to make reference to that pattern, 
even as it perverts it. As Matthews-Kane continues, 

One of the three main hallmarks of the national tale is a rela-
tionship between a British traveler and a Celtic guide that leads 
to a marriage symbolically uniting the two cultures. Trollope, 
who was well read in Irish literature, modifies this common 
plot device to make his own argument about the political situa-
tion in Ireland.16

Here, it is not the traveller who represents Great Britain, 
but the native London ladies, including Lady Laura 
Standish, Violet Effingham, and Madame Max Goesler, 
while Ireland, usually personified by a woman, is instead 
represented by Phineas himself. 

This gender reversal leads to some fascinating character-
izations in Phineas Finn, including the duality of its pro-
tagonist. Despite Phineas’s seemingly Don Juan-esque 
tendencies, juggling the affections of four different wom-
en over the course of the story, he nevertheless seems 
emasculated by his national characterization. Far from a 
playboy, Murphy argues that Trollope presents Phineas as 
particularly feminine, in the way that Will Ladislaw of Mid-
dlemarch is feminized through his relationships with 
women: “Ironically, though, this results in the feminiza-
tion of his own position… Phineas… is in some ways re-
duced to being a passive object of women’s admiration.”17 
This emasculation is underlined by Phineas’s being the 

a photograph of the author, anthony trollope, 
in the 1870s (courtesy of wikimedia commons) 
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recipient of two different marriage proposals; he is thereby 
cast as the female role in his relationships with women.

Trollope’s descriptions of these characters further sup-
ports this unusual gendering. When Lady Laura Standish 
is introduced, for instance, the narrator utilized vocabulary 
conventionally used to describe men: 

Lady Laura was six feet high… her figure was straggling, and… 
her hands and feet were quite large… There was something of 
nobility in her gait, and she seemed thus to be taller… Her hair 
was in truth red, – a deep thorough redness. Her brother’s hair 
was the same; and so had been that of her father, before it had 
become sandy with age. Her sister’s had been of a soft auburn 
hue, and hers had been said to be the prettiest head of hair in 
Europe at the time of her marriage… Her face was very fair, 
though it lacked that softness which we all love in women.18 

Beyond the use of traditionally masculine terms, Trollope 
explicitly compares Lady Laura Standish to men, rather 
than to women. Thus, one can conclude that Lady Laura is 
meant to be read as a personification of Great Britain, in 
the same way that the Wild Irish Girl is intended to 
represent Ireland. 

Similarly, Phineas’s eventual wife, Mary Flood Jones, 
comes across as excessively feminine. She remains docile 
and does not question Phineas throughout the novel, 
though he strongly considers breaking off their engage-
ment and residing in London. According to the text, Mary 
is “one of those girls, so common in Ireland, whom men, 
with tastes, that way given, feel inclined to take up and 
devour on spur the moment; and when she liked her lion, 
she had a look about her which seemed to ask to be de-
voured.”19 Thus, not only is Mary depicted as a stereotypi-
cally feminine character, but the narrator suggests that her 
character is a common one in Ireland, even that the stereo-
typical Irish girl is as lamb-like as Mary.  

It follows, then, that Phineas Finn is feminized by his 
association with his home country. If the author wrote him 
as the representative Irish character and the women he 
meets as representative English characters, then Phineas 
necessarily plays the more feminine role. Indeed, many of 
the stereotypically Irish traits he displays, such as passion 
and emotionality, are also conventionally feminine, while 
Lady Laura’s interest in politics can be read as more 
masculine. 

Nonetheless, Phineas clearly identifies as a man and in 
various scenes he demonstrates a conventional kind of 
masculinity, as when he duels Chiltern for the opportunity 
to court Violet Effingham or when he rescues Robert 
Kennedy from thieves. As a result, his characterization 
becomes more complicated than mere emasculation: 
Phineas’s Irishness lends a duality to his person. Patrick 
Fessenbecker explores this concept at length in his essay 
“Anthony Trollope on Akrasia, self-deception, and ethical 
confusion,” which argues that several of Trollope’s 
characters have undergone this experience of developing a 
double self. 

In the case of Phineas Finn, Fessenbecker contends, this 
duality can account for the protagonist’s seemingly illogi-
cal movement between women. He writes,  

Anthony Trollope tended to reuse a particular version of the 
marriage plot… a version of the romantic triangle in which pro-
tagonists, usually male, commit to marrying one character but 
then find themselves drawn to a second… This… leads to a re-
curring consideration of a particular issue in philosophical psy-
chology: moral philosophers have long been interested in situ-
ations where moral agents know what they ought to do, but do 
not do it.20 

a scene from the original manuscript of pHineas 
finn (source: flickr)
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Throughout the novel, Phineas cannot seem to choose be-
tween the variety of women who have demonstrated their 
affection for him, despite such obstacles as Lady Laura’s 
marriage and Phineas’s promise to return to Mary. 

His response, then, is to mentally split himself into more 
than one entity. Just as Phineas can be read as both mascu-
line and feminine, he can also be read as faithful to two 
different sets of women, living in two different places. 
Trollope’s novel supports this reading in several places, as 
when Phineas muses:

He felt that he had two identities, – that he was, as it were, two 
separate persons, – and that he could, without any real 
faithlessness, be very much in love with Violet Effingham in his 
position of man of fashion and member of Parliament in 
England, and also warmly attached to dear little Mary Flood 
Jones as an Irishman of Killaloe. He was aware, however, that 
there was a prejudice against such fullness of heart, and, 
therefore, resolved sternly that it was his duty to be constant to 
Miss Effingham.21

This sense of dual identity, then, permits him to carry on 
dalliances with multiple women. Not only do Ireland and 
Great Britain represent different genders, but also different 
kinds of relationships available to Phineas. One must note 
that his love for two different women does not just mean 
that Phineas Finn is attracted to both Violet and Mary. 
Instead, he exhibits two entirely distinct, fully reali- zed 
personas, one Irish and one English, that lead two very 
different lives and are attracted to very different women.

Fessenbecker attributes the development of this double 
self to Phineas’s sexual drive, declaring that “the primary 
cause of Phineas’s self-deception is his desire: he convinc-
es himself of the possibility of a dual life because this al-
lows him to achieve the multiple sexual relationships for 
which he yearns.”22 However, one can also explain his be-
havior in terms of Akrasia, meaning that he is able to dis-
tinguish between right and wrong but cannot act on it. 
Trollope’s speaker shifts the blame away from his protago-
nist and onto fate or circumstance when he comments that 
“Phineas was a traitor, of course, but he was almost forced 

to be a traitor, by the simple fact that Lady Laura Standish 
was in London, and Mary Flood Jones in Killaloe.”23 His 
Irishness, then, is interpreted as a weakness here, that 
draws him back to Mary when he yearns for a union with 
Lady Laura or Violet. Simply by travelling to London, he 
has put himself in moral danger, as he cannot control his 
romantic or sexual urges. 

While Fessenbecker and others insist that Phineas is not 
an inherently bad person, but rather one affected by his 
surroundings – “he is not consciously duplicitous; the text 
makes it clear he does not intend to hurt Mary. But he does 
in fact behave badly toward her, and does so by convincing 
himself it is possible for part of him to act without all of 
him acting” –Phineas’s behavior suggests otherwise.24 
That he thinks of Mary with great frequency over the 
course of the text demonstrates that he does remember 
her, and does acknowledge his feelings for and promises 
to her. Yet, he cannot bring himself to abandon his English 
admirers, and indeed seems devastated when they do not 
want to marry him. For instance, although he fears “de-
spair and utter banishment” upon Lady Laura’s rejection,25 
he nevertheless assures Mary of his loyalty just pages later 
with, “If you knew, Mary, how often I think about you.”26 

In short, Phineas Finn seems too complicated a character 
to be defined by ethnic background alone. However, this 
controversial background does help describe his duality of 
character: both masculine and feminine, both philanderer 
and loyal long-distance lover, both English and Irish. That 
Trollope would continue to develop the character in a se-
quel speaks to the fascination inherent in Phineas, and 
suggests that, despite the author’s later claims to the con-
trary, his Irishness plays a vital and intriguing part in how 
he is characterized. As merely an English member of Par-
liament, this protagonist would become much easier to 
interpret, and therefore significantly less interesting to 
read. Thus, far from a stereotype or a rash authorial deci-
sion, Phineas’s ethnicity seems a calculated decision to 
better comment on duality of character, the difficulty of 
making moral decisions, and the relative femininity and 
masculinity of characters and traits.

“Not only do Ireland and Great Britain represent 
different genders, but also different kinds of relationships 

available to Phineas.”
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In 1954, Japan was barely recoverIng from a devastatIng defeat In world war II and a 

humIlIatIng seven-year amerIcan occupatIon when the unIted states dropped two 

atomIc bombs over hIroshIma and nagasakI. plunged Into the atomIc age, Japan 

produced a fIlm, Gojira (godzIlla), that reflected the psychologIcal trauma of a 

people tryIng to salvage theIr cItIes, theIr culture, and theIr lIves. In the fIlm, the 

monster Is the physIcal embodIment of the destructIve forces of nuclear power. Its 

poIgnancy Is derIved from Its hIstorIcal allusIons to real events, IncludIng the 

Lucky DraGon 5 IncIdent In whIch a Japanese tuna trawler was covered In radIoactIve 

ash from the detonatIon of an underwater amerIcan atom bomb. moreover, the fIlm 

captures the conflIct between censorshIp of athe exposItIon of truth, focusIng on 

the burden of scIentIfIc responsIbIlIty. fInally, the fIlm concludes by underscorIng 

the ultImate vIctImIzatIon of humanIty under the tyranny of massIve destructIon 

and warns agaInst the perIls of nuclear prolIferatIon.

TiTan of Terror
A Personification of the Destroyer of Worlds

alessandra luedekIng



The attack on the United States at Pearl Harbor by the 
Japanese Imperial Navy “provoked a rage bordering on the 
genocidal among Americans.” It prompted “exterminatio- 
nist rhetoric” that reflected deep-seated anti-Oriental 
sentiment, including Admiral William Halsey’s 
motivational slogan, “Kill Japs, kill Japs, kill more Japs” 
and the popular wartime phrase, “the only good Jap is a 
dead Jap.”1  The Japanese were pejoratively referred to as 
“Japs” and “Nips” in the media and official government 
memoranda.2 These racial epithets were also frequently 
heard in wartime songs such as “We’re Gonna Have to 
Slap the Dirty Little Jap” and “Good-bye Mama, I’m Off to 
Yokohama.”3 Anti-Japanese sentiment was further 
characterized by its “nonhuman or subhuman 
representation”.4 The Japanese were perceived as animals, 
reptiles, and insects, which translated to their 
dehumanization and humiliating treatment in American 
internment camps during the Second World War. 
Specifically, the Japanese were associated with “simian 
imagery,” or the monkey and ape.5 The reduction to 
“stupid, bestial, even pestilential subhuman caricatures on 
the enemy” made it easier to tolerate the prospect of mass 
killing other human beings.6 Indeed, in his private diary, 
President Harry Truman, in reference to the planned use 
of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki commented:

Even if the Japs are savages, ruthless, merciless and fanatic, we 
as the leader of the world for the common welfare cannot drop 
this terrible bomb on the old capital or the new” [in reference to 
Kyoto and Tokyo]…I know that Japan is a terribly cruel and un-
civilized nation in warfare…because they are beasts…7

The superiority complex espoused by the United States ex-
tended to its occupation of Japan from 1945-1952. The 
stated purpose was to democratize the country and to es-
tablish peace within the nation. General MacArthur, Su-
preme Commander of the Allied forces, claimed, “We 
could not simply encourage the growth of democracy. We 
had to make sure that it grew.” Following the detonation of 
the atomic bombs, Japanese resistance remained “mut-
ed”.8 The United States enacted a stringent censorship 
policy that banned all newspapers, magazines, and other 
print media from publishing anything that “might invite 
mistrust or resentment” of the occupation forces due to 
fear of the publication of such material would “tarnish the 
reputation of the United States both in Japan and in other 
nations.”9 The censorship extended to school textbooks, 
which omitted any mention of atomic bombings or scien-
tific research on the bombing casualties. As a result, the 

Japanese were denied the ability to reflect on the meaning 
of nuclear weapons and their impact on the nation. 

That is, until Gojira appeared. The film, directed by Ishira 
Honda, provided the psychological outlet to externalize the 
fears of nuclear annihilation and the attempts of a people 
to rebuild their cities, their culture, and their lives, 
threatened by radioactive fallout. The monster is the 
physical embodiment of the destructive forces of nuclear 
power. The texture of Godzilla’s skin is made to simulate 
radiation scarring, his roar to resemble air-raid sirens, and 
his footsteps to reverberate like exploding bombs.10 The 
film’s poignancy derives from its historical allusions to the 
tragedies wrought by the atom bombs. The most significant 
of these include the Lucky Dragon 5 incident, hypostatizing 
the pervasive tension between censorship and truth, the 
burden of scientific responsibility, and the film’s 
humanitarian ending.

japanese movie poster for Godzilla, 1954 (courtesy 
of wikimedia commons)
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The Lucky Dragon 5 incident refers to a Japanese tuna 
trawler, Daigo Fukuryū Maru (Lucky Dragon 5) which, in 
mid-March 1954, found itself covered in radioactive fallout 
from the thermonuclear tests the United States was con-
ducting on Bikini Atoll. The hydrogen bombs far exceeded 
their predicted effectiveness, causing the damage from the 
nuclear fallout to extend far past the designated danger 
zones. A member of the boat’s crew remembered, “The 
sky in the west suddenly lit up and the sea became brighter 
than day.”11 The 23 crewmembers were all hospitalized for 
more than a year, while the Lucky Dragon’s radio operator 
died seven months later. Gojira’s opening scene depicts 
the very incident just described. A fishing boat is peaceably 
floating on the ocean when a sudden burst of light, accom-
panied by a thunderous explosion, blinds the fishermen 
on board. The film emphasizes the radio operator, who is 

seen frantically transmitting the distress signal, and whose 
death keenly mirrors the reality that had befallen Daigo 
Fukuryū Maru months earlier. Furthermore, the blinding 
light illuminates a white, round raft revealing a “No. 5” 
painted upon it in black letters, blatantly establishing the 
historical connection. The significance of this allusion is 
primarily political. Japan inculpates the United States for 
the devastation and destruction of its cities through fire 
and radiation. The burden of responsibility falls on the 
Americans. In fact, Dr. Yamane attributes Godzilla’s men-
acing presence to the “recent experimental nuclear detona-
tions…that may have removed it from its surroundings.”12 

The insinuations against the United States are momentous 
for their audacity, given the times. The tension between 
compliance with secrecy and the exposition of truth is 
realized in the parliamentary committee to which Dr. 
Yamane addresses the dangers of Godzilla. Half of the 
committee asserts that “Professor Yamane’s report is of 
such extreme importance it must not be made public”  to 
which three vociferous women dissent by exclaiming, 
“What are you saying? Because it is so important, it should 
be made public!”13 These opposite viewpoints were 
emblematic of Japan’s competing cultures following the 
occupation. Half of the Japanese population was 
disillusioned by Japan’s militarism and embraced the 
cause of peace. They sought to cultivate peaceful diplomatic 
relations with the United States and further democratize 
values within the country. The other half resented 
American encroachment and was staunchly against US 
nuclear experimentation. In the film, the newspapers on 
the following morning divulge the panic-inducing 
information on Godzilla: truth had prevailed. In this scene, 
a new meta-dimension is spawned, wherein the film 
proffers a criticism against censorship policies instated by 
the United States. The film errs on the side of truth, 
allowing Japan to unite in opposition against the nuclear 
threat embodied in Godzilla, and consequently, American 
nuclear proliferation. The scenes that portray these critical 
points of discussion also ground the film in realism, 
depicting the events as though they were occurring in real 

“The Japanese were percieved as animals, reptiles and 
insects which translated to their dehumanization and 

humiliating treatment in American internment camps  
during the Second World War.”

aerial vieW of the BomBing of nagasaki (courtesy 
of wikimedia commons)
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time. This characteristic differentiates the film from 
fantasy and places it within the science fiction genre.

The moral quandary of the film is embodied in the scien-
tist, Serizawa, and the scientific responsibility with which 
he is charged. Serizawa recognizes the dangerous, dual 
nature of his “oxygen destroyer” in harnessing its power 
for the benefit of mankind, and his profound fear that, in 
other hands, it could instead be used as a weapon, perhaps 
more grievous than the atom bomb itself.14 Serizawa’s con-
cerns stem deeper, as he is concerned that not only will his 
work be put to destructive and violent purposes, but also 
that he will be the primary instigator of its realization—
that he will be responsible for allowing his discovery to be 
used against humanity. Serizawa argues, “Even if I burn 
my notes, the secret will still be in my head. Until I die, 
how can I be sure I won’t be forced by someone to make 
the device again?”15 Again, the film accesses the meta-di-
mension when Ogata and Serizawa engage in a physical 

struggle, representing the two poles of the debate. Seriza-
wa knocks Ogata down and injures him; the violence he 
has inflicted causes the scientist to stop in his tracks. The 
realization prompts Serizawa to burn his notes, and un-
dertake the ultimate sacrifice to ensure the oxygen destroy-
er would only ever be used once. This moral predicament 
parallels similar concerns among the physicists working 
on the atomic bomb in the United States. Robert Oppen-
heimer, the leading physicist in charge of the Manhattan 
Project (the organization which manufactured the first 
atom bomb), knowing the full capacity of the bomb’s de-
structive powers, advised against using it on Japanese civil-
ians. Instead, he counseled releasing it on benign territory 
so that “the first atomic bombings would be an act of rhet-
oric, aimed less at the enemy’s cities than at his mind.”16 
Upon watching a test bomb explode, Oppenheimer was 
reminded of a passage from Hebrew scripture: “I am be-
come Death, the destroyer of worlds.”17 Gojira recoils from 
the bomb’s magnitude of power. This is made poignantly 
clear in the film’s ending.

Gojira’s humanitarian ideology is encapsulated in the vic-
timization of Godzilla and Serizawa in the closing scene of 
the film. Throughout the entire movie, Godzilla’s cata-
strophic potency has underscored the cataclysmic effect of 
the atomic bomb on Japan. Yet, the ending scene intro-
duces a paradigm shift in which compassion reaches out 
to embrace even the destructive power at the center of its 
story—Godzilla. Underwater, the audience glimpses the 
beast in a peaceful state, so that they are reminded of the 
external stimulus, namely, nuclear force, which has vio-
lently wrenched Godzilla from his natural habitat. As hu-
manity responds by unleashing a force greater even than 
Godzilla himself, the film’s underlying narrative reveals 
Godzilla’s victimization. Yet, humanity is not victorious, 
for both man and monster perish as victims of massive 
devastation. While the film’s conclusion is the culmination 
of the atomic tragedy that ravaged Japan during World War 
II, the entire film maintains a gravitas and sincerity in its 
effort to convey this historical misfortune. Godzilla’s de-
structive acts are never gratuitous; the audience is never 
invited to admire and derive enjoyment from Godzilla’s 

“‘If we keep on conducting nuclear tests, 
it’s possible that another Godzilla might appear

 somewhere in the world, again.’”

creW memBer of daigo fukuryu maru receiving 
treatment (courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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tremendous feats of destructive might. This again distin-
guishes the film as a science fiction portrayal of an emo-
tional reality. The film’s historical inspiration retains a co-
gent presence, which eludes the fantasy film genre. 
Indeed, the film’s parting words allude to the real fears of 
a nuclearized world, which Dr. Yamane articulates by stat-
ing, “I can’t believe that Godzilla was the only surviving 
member of its species. But if we keep on conducting nucle-
ar tests, it’s possible that another Godzilla might appear 
somewhere in the world, again.”18

Gojira is a Japanese science fiction film incorporating a 
monster as symbolic of the destructive and terrifying 
effects of atomic warfare. Japanese-American relations had 
been strained prior to World War II, underscored by deep-
seated racism that endowed the United States with a 
superiority complex. The occupation that ensued 
established a rigid censorship policy that curtailed freedom 
of speech and expression. As a result, Japan was denied the 
ability to grieve and reflect over its ravaged nation. Gojira 
was finally produced two years after the occupation had 
ended, resulting in Japan’s first emotional response to the 
events of the war. Representative of this, the film presents 
various historical allusions, including the Lucky Dragon 5 
incident, the debate between censorship and truth, and the 
moral tension ensuing from the bomb’s unprecedented 
power. Gojira employs the science fiction genre to present 
a historical reality with a humanitarian emphasis that was 
once believed to be the stuff of fantasy. The film serves as 
a warning to the world about the perils of nuclear warfare 
and the fate that might arise if more “Godzillas” are 
awakened.
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In thIs paper, we dIscuss strIngs of 3’s and 7’s, hereby dubbed “dreIbens.” as a fIrst step 

towards determInIng whether the set of prIme dreIbens Is InfInIte, we examIne the 

propertIes of dreIbens when dIvIded by 7. by determInIng the dIvIsIbIlIty of a dreIben 

by 7, we can rule out some composIte dreIbens In the search for prIme dreIbens. we are 

concerned wIth the number of dreIbens of length n that leave a remaInder I when 

dIvIded by 7. by usIng number theory, lInear algebra, and abstract algebra, we arrIve 

at a formula that tells us how many dreIbens of length n are dIvIsIble by 7. we also 

fInd a way to determIne the number of dreIbens of length n that leave a remaInder I 

when dIvIded by 7. further InvestIgatIon from a combInatorIal perspectIve provIdes 

addItIonal InsIght Into the propertIes of dreIbens when dIvIded by 7. overall, thIs 

paper helps characterIze dreIbens, opens up more paths of InquIry Into the nature of 

dreIbens, and rules out some composIte dreIbens from a prIme dreIben search.

Dreibens moDulo 7
A New Formula for Primality Testing

arthur dIep-nguyen



inTroduCTion To drEibEns and ThE 
sEarCh for infiniTEly Many PriME 
drEibEns
The existence of infinitely many prime numbers is an ele-
mentary fact of number theory. However, mathematicians 
continue to ponder over whether there are infinitely many 
primes of a certain kind. For instance, it is not yet known 
whether or not the set of Mersenne primes is finite or 
infinite. Evidently, questions about primes remain at the 
forefront of number theory. 

Our current research focuses on a type of number that we 
dubbed dreibens. Dreibens are merely strings of 3s and 7s 
(e.g. 333, 777, 3377373737, etc.), yet these simple strings pro-
vide a foundation for a multitude of questions. Our ulti-
mate goal is to prove whether or not infinitely many prime 
dreibens exist. While that question is beyond the scope of 
this paper, this paper con tributes to that goal by ruling out 
some composite dreibens. In fact, this paper concerns it-
self with dreibens divisible by 7; by understanding dreibens 
modulo 7, we can rule out some dreibens that are certainly 
not prime. 

This paper uses a variety of approaches to learn about 
dreibens modulo 7, including techniques from number 
theory, abstract algebra, linear algebra, and combinatorics. 
With time, we hope dreibens to one day become a very well 
characterized type of number.

lEarning abouT drEibEns Modulo 7 by Ex-
Ploring Ai

7(n)
We would best approach dreibens by attempting to nd the 
number of dreibens divisible by some number. For this 
paper, we interest ourselves in the number of dreibens di-
visible by 7. Let us define Ai

j(n) as the number 1 of dreibens 
of length n that leave a remainder i when divided by j. In 
this paper, we will concern ourselves with Ai

7(n).

How do we find Ai
7(n + 1)? We can find formulas for Ai

7(n + 
1) by considering the first n digits of a dreiben of length n 
+ 1, then seeing what the last digit must be such that the 
dreiben leaves a remainder i when divided by 7. Let us con-
sider a dreiben Dn+1 of length n + 1, which could leave a 
remainder of 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6 when divided by 7. The rst 
n digits of Dn+1 form another dreiben Dn that could leave a 
remainder of 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6 when divided by 7. Hence, 
we have seven cases, each with seven sub-cases, which we 
must consider. We will write the rst three cases below.
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Notice that in Case 1, Dn+1 covers all possible dreibens of 
length n + 1 divisible by 7. Likewise, Case 2 covers all pos-
sible dreibens of length n + 1 that are 1 (mod 7), Case 3 
covers all possible dreibens of length n + 1 that are 2 (mod 
7), and so forth. Similarly, each subcase (a) covers all pos-
sible dreibens of length n divisible by 7, each subcase (b) 
covers all possible dreibens of length n that are 1 (mod 7), 
and so forth. Hence, each case represents Ai

7(n + 1) for 
some i and each sub-case represents Ai

7(n) for some i. 
From these cases, we get the following formulas for Ai

7(n + 

1) in terms of Ai
7(n):

We can rewrite this linear system in terms of matrices. Let

The aforementioned linear system is the same as

By induction, we find that

This linear system allows us to quickly find the number of 
dreibens of length n that leave a remainder i when divided 
by 7. We need only calculate the following:

Let us investigate An to see if we nd anything interesting. 
Evidently:

Let

so A = B + C.

"We can find formulas for Ai
7(n + 1) by considering the 

first n digits of a dreiben of length n + 1, then seeing 
what the last digit must be such that the dreiben leaves a 

remainder i when divided by 7." 91
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If we look at the powers of B and C, we find that

Notice how for i = 0 (mod 6), both Bi and Ci are equal to the 
identity matrix I7. Both the powers of B and C are cyclic 
groups of order 6.

Before examining An, let us define the following:

These formulas will be useful for condensing our notation.

Now we can finally begin examining An:

Now we have

The problem with the above equation is that we still have 
the powers of B in terms of n. However, we can easily solve 
this problem because the powers of B form a cyclic group. 
Since this cyclic group has order 6, we must consider six 
cases.
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Evidently, no matter what n is, the first row of the matrix An 
is always

Recall that

If we want to find A0
7(n + 1), i.e. the first entry of →vn+1, we 

need only consider the first row of An:

Now we have a formula with which to find the number of 
dreibens of length n that are divisible by 7:

What if we want to find any Ai
7(n), i = 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6? We 

know that these Ai
7(n) are entries of →vn. Recall that

To solve for →vn+1, we must first understand An. Recall that

As it turns out, A is a diagonalizable matrix, so An is also 
diagonalizable:

Interestingly, some entries of D are 6th roots of unity. If 
we let  be the jth ith-root of unity, then

93

Dreibens moDulo 7



Recall that the nth roots of unity form a cyclic group of or-
der n, as in Table 1 below:

Based on the properties of the 6th roots of unity, we find 
that

Now that we understand Dn, we are much closer to charac-
terizing An. All we need to do is to calculate PDnP-1 for each 
case of Dn. Below, we will calculate the first case, i.e. where 
n ≡ 0 (mod 6).

If n ≡ 0 (mod 6),

Where n ≡ 0 (mod 6), the entries of An are all either 
1/7(2n – 1) or 1/7(2n + 6). Hence, An can be much more eas-
ily calculated; instead of performing lengthy matrix power 
operations, one can merely find 1/7(2n - 1) and 1/7(2n + 6) to 
determine An. Since →vn = An-1→v1, one can now easily deter-
mine any Ai

7(n) where n ≡ 0 (mod 6). In other words, one 
can easily determine the number of dreibens of length n ≡ 0 
(mod 6) that leave remainder i when divided by 7. By exten-
sion, one can determine the number of dreibens of length 
n ≡ 0 (mod 6) divisible by 7; all of these dreibens are neces-
sarily composite, so they can be ruled out during our 
search for infinitely many prime dreibens. 

We can perform similar calculations for An where n ≡ 1, 2, 
3, 4, 5 (mod 6), thereby allowing us to quickly find An for 
any n. Hence, we can easily determine An for any n, allow-
ing us to rule out many composite dreibens.

CoMbinaTorial aPProaCh To drEibEns 
Modulo 7
Let us take a combinatorial approach to Ai

7(n). For now, let 
us restrict ourselves to A0

7(n); in other words, we are look-
ing for when a dreiben of length n is divisible by 7. These 
dreibens are obviously composite, so learning to identify 
them will help rule out composite dreibens in a prime 
dreiben search.
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Here, we will use the divisibility rule for 7 to aid us. Recall 
the divisibility rule for 7:

Notice that the powers of 10 (mod 7) forms a cyclic group 
of order 6.

Let us use the above divisibility rule to determine, as an 
example, 9487310294 (mod 7):

Dreibens consist of only 7’s and 3’s; hence, the divisibility 
of a dreiben by 7 depends on both the number and place-
ment of 3’s amongst its digits. (Neither the number nor 
placement of 7’s in a dreiben affect its divisibility by 7, as 
we can tell from the divisibility rule for 7.) Let Dn

j(i) be the 
number of dreibens of length n with i number of j’s in it, 
e.g. Dn

3(2) is the number of dreibens of length n where 3 
occupies exactly 2 digits of each dreiben. Since the divisi-
bility of a dreiben by 7 depends on the number and place-
ment of 3’s amongst that dreiben’s digits, we would stand 
to gain from investigating Dn

3(i).

As you may have realized already,

Evidently, by examining Dn
3(i), we can approach the prob-

lem of determining the number of dreibens of length n 
divisible by 7. Our approach will involve investigating Dn

3(i) 
with varying i to see if we can make any generalizations 
about Dn

3(i).

First, let us examine Dn
3(0). There is only one way to put 

exactly zero 3’s in a dreiben; every digit of that dreiben 
must be 7. Obviously, if a number’s digits are all 7’s, then 
the number is divisible by 7. Since all of the digits of a 
dreiben with zero 3’s is 7, and since there is only one way 

to make a dreiben of length n with zero 3’s, we can easily 
see that Dn

3(0) = 1.

Next, we can examine Dn
3(1) = 0. There are no dreibens 

with only one 3, since 3 times any digit place 10x is never 
divisible by 7, so Dn

3(1) = 0.

So far, we have covered two very simple instances of Dn
3(i). 

When i = 0, there is only a single way to make a dreiben 
divisible by 7. When i = 1, it is impossible to make a dreiben 
divisible by 7. However, as i increases, the problem of de-
scribing Dn

3(i) becomes much more complicated. The next 
question in our investigation of Dn

3(i) involves i = 2. In 
other words, how many ways are there to put exactly two 
3’s in a dreiben of length n? Putting exactly two 3’s in a 
dreiben of length n means we must choose two digit places 

10x and 10y where x ≠ y and 0 ≤ x, y ≤ n - 1. Putting our 
two 3’s in these two digit places, we find that the 
dreiben is congruent to 3(10x + 10y) (mod 7). Clearly, 
the dreiben is divisible by 7 if and only if 10x + 10y is 
divisible by 7, so we need only consider 10x + 10y 
(mod 7). 

What are the possible ways to make 10x + 10y ≡ 0 (mod 7)? 
The powers of 10 modulo 7 form a cyclic group of order 6; 
without loss of generality, the possible solutions are

(a) 10x ≡ 1 (mod 7), 10y ≡ 6 (mod 7)

(b) 10x ≡ 2 (mod 7), 10y ≡ 5 (mod 7)

(c) 10x ≡ 3 (mod 7), 10y ≡ 4 (mod 7)

Another way to write the possible solutions is

(a) x ≡ 0 (mod 6), y ≡ 3 (mod 6)

(b) x ≡ 2 (mod 6), y ≡ 5 (mod 6)

(c) x ≡ 1 (mod 6), y ≡ 4 (mod 6)

For each solution, we choose one digit place each from two 
sets of digit places. Here, we introduce some notation that 
will make the later calculations more concise:

•  α is the set of digit places 10x ≡ 1 (mod 7), i.e. x ≡ 0 (mod 6).

•  β is the set of digit places 10x ≡ 2 (mod 7), i.e. x ≡ 2 (mod 6).

•  γ is the set of digit places 10x ≡ 3 (mod 7), i.e. x ≡ 1 (mod 6).

•  δ is the set of digit places 10x ≡ 4 (mod 7), i.e. x ≡ 4 (mod 6).

•  ε is the set of digit places 10x ≡ 5 (mod 7), i.e. x ≡ 5 (mod 6).

•  ζ is the set of digit places 10x ≡ 6 (mod 7), i.e. x ≡ 3 (mod 6).
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As an example, one possible way to put two 3’s into a 
dreiben is to choose one digit place from α and another 
digit place from ζ. The number of possible combinations 
of choosing two digit places, one from α and one from ζ, is 
(|α|

1 )(|ζ|
1 ) = |α|·|ζ|. Applying this to the other sets of digit plac-

es, we find that

As you may have noticed, the cardinality of the six sets 
above depends on n (mod 6). This can be seen in Table 2 
below: 

Hence,
•  If n ≡ 0 (mod 6), then

•  If n ≡ 1 (mod 6), then

•  If n ≡ 2 (mod 6), then

•  If n ≡ 3 (mod 6), then

•  If n ≡ 4 (mod 6), then

•  If n ≡ 5 (mod 6), then

Evidently, Dn
3(2) = [ n2/12 ]. Let us prove this.

Proof. If n ≡ 0 (mod 6), i.e. n = 6m where m is an integer, 
then

If n ≡ 1 (mod 6), i.e. n = 6m + 1 where m is an integer, then

If n ≡ 2 (mod 6), i.e. n = 6m + 2 where m is an integer, then

If n ≡ 3 (mod 6), i.e. n = 6m + 3 where m is an integer, then
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If n ≡ 4 (mod 6), i.e. n = 6m + 4 where m is an integer, then

If n ≡ 5 (mod 6), i.e. n = 6m + 5 where m is an integer, then

Therefore, in general, Dn
3(2) = [ n2/12 ].

How many ways are there to put exactly three 3’s in a 
dreiben of length n, i.e. what is Dn

3(3)? We must choose 
three digit places 10x, 10y, and 10z where x ≠ y ≠ z and 0 ≤ x, 
y, z ≤ n - 1. Now the question is, what are the possible ways 
to make 10x + 10y + 10z ≡ 0 (mod 7)?

In fact, there are eight cases: without loss of generality, the 
possible solutions are

(a) 10x ≡ 1 (mod 7), 10y ≡ 1 (mod 7), 10z ≡ 5 (mod 7)

(b) 10x ≡ 1 (mod 7), 10y ≡ 2 (mod 7), 10z ≡ 4 (mod 7)

(c) 10x ≡ 1 (mod 7), 10y ≡ 3 (mod 7), 10z ≡ 3 (mod 7) 

(d) 10x ≡ 2 (mod 7), 10y ≡ 2 (mod 7), 10z ≡ 3 (mod 7)

(e) 10x ≡ 2 (mod 7), 10y ≡ 6 (mod 7), 10z ≡ 6 (mod 7)

(f) 10x ≡ 3 (mod 7), 10y ≡ 5 (mod 7), 10z ≡ 5 (mod 7)

(g) 10x ≡ 4 (mod 7), 10y ≡ 4 (mod 7), 10z ≡ 6 (mod 7)

(h) 10x ≡ 4 (mod 7), 10y ≡ 5 (mod 7), 10z ≡ 5 (mod 7)

These cases can be split into two categories. Cases (b) and 
(f) entail choosing one digit place from each of three sets, 
whereas the remaining cases entail choosing two digit 
places from one set and one digit place from another. To 
describe these two categories, let us examine cases (b) and 
(c).

In case (b), we are choosing one digit place each from the 
sets α, β, and ζ. Hence, the number of possible combina-
tions of three digit places chosen thusly is (|α|

1 )(|β|
1 )(|ζ|

1 ) = 
|α|·|β|·|ζ|.

In case (c), we are choosing one digit place from α and two 
digit places from γ. Hence, the number of possible combi-
nations of three digit places chosen thusly is (|α|

1 )(|γ|
2 ) = 

|α|·(|γ|)(|γ|-1)/2. Describing the other cases similarly, we 
find that

As before, since the cardinalities of the sets α through ζ 
are dependent on n (mod 6), we would be best served writ-
ing out each of the six possible cases to see if we notice a 
pattern:

•  If n ≡ 0 (mod 6), then

•  If n ≡ 1 (mod 6), then

•  If n ≡ 2 (mod 6), then
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•  If n ≡ 3 (mod 6), then

•  If n ≡ 4 (mod 6), then

•  If n ≡ 5 (mod 6), then

Table 3 summarizes what we have learned so far about 
Dn

3(2) and Dn
3(3):

Given that Dn
3(2) = , it seems reasonable to suspect that 

Dn
3(3) = . Let us see if examining some values of 

Dn
3(3) and  will enlighten us.

As evident from Table 4 above, Dn
3(3) ≠ , but they 

seem very similar. Determining the relationship between 
Dn

3(3) and  may be a topic for future research, but is 
beyond the scope of this paper.

Finding Dn
3(i) for greater values of i becomes increasingly 

difficult, perhaps even impractical. It is beyond the scope 
of this paper, but should a general form for Dn

3(i) be found, 
one could, from a combinatorial perspective, corroborate 
the results of the second section, allowing one to find a 
different form for the explicit equation of Ai

7(n). In other 
words, one would have yet another method to determine 
the number of dreibens of length n divisible by 7.
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ConClusion 

While we are still far from determining whether the set of 
prime dreibens is finite or infinite, our exploration of 
dreibens modulo 7 has cast much light on the problem. 
Now, we have several methods to determine how many 
dreibens of length n are divisible by 7, therefore allowing 
these dreibens to be ruled out during our search for prime 
dreibens. We have also opened up several opportunities for 
inquiry. For instance, explicit matrices for An where n ≡ 1, 
2, 3, 4, 5 (mod 6) must still be determined. The relation-
ship between Dn

3(3) and  remains a promising mys-
tery, and we have yet to find a generalized formula for 
Dn

3(i). Although dreibens remain a mysterious type of 
number, current research in dreibens show promise in 
both uncovering new mathematical problems and achiev-
ing our ultimate goal of finding infinitely many prime 
dreibens, if they exist.
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