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Dear Readers,

In light of the current political, social, and cultural turmoil in which many 
countries around the world find themselves, it has become increasingly im-
portant for academic research to posit questions that strive for truth and 
progress. Recently, one of the most significant developments has been the 
spread—both conscious and unconscious—of false information through-
out society, which has resulted in seemingly irreconcilable disagreements 
on basic facts. The lack of agreement over these basic facts has allowed 
statements to be made that perpetuate various misconceptions, and the ar-
ticles published in the Spring 2017 issue of Elements demonstrate a com-
mitment to challenging these falsehoods and the status quo through aca-
demic research.

Several articles touch upon issues that are salient to ongoing political and 
cultural discussions within both the United States and throughout the rest 
of the world. The cover article, “A Pageant Politicized: The Rise of Intersec-
tional Activism in 1968,” questions and explores the role of the media in 
portraying a falsely antagonistic relationship between the Women’s Libera-
tion Movement and the Black Nationalism Movement. Author Haley Corm-
ier analyzes the ways in which the media was able to pit the two movements 
against each other, emphasizing the profound influence that the media has 
within society. Breck Wills, Samina Gan, Patrick Sheerin, and Jordan Mind-
lin’s article, “Brain Circulation: A Case Study of High-Skilled Immigration 
from India,” touches upon a central topic of the 2016 U.S. presidential elec-
tion: immigration and employment. Wills, Gan, Sheerin, and Mindlin dis-
cuss the increased migration of educated, high-skilled Indian laborers to 
the United States and the effects that this has had on the economies of the 
U.S. and India. Carly Barnhardt’s article, “Avert the Gaze: An Anti-Self-Por-
trait of the Disabled Female Body,” focuses on artist Laura Swanson’s chal-
lenge to traditional understandings of disability and gender through art. 
Finally, “Confronting Cultural Imperialism: Limitations of Secularization 
and Western Feminism in the Muslim World,” explores the concepts of 
Western cultural imperialism and its role in the Middle East. Author Emma 
Howe challenges the widespread notion of a backwards, oppressive Muslim 
world, and instead causes us to reconsider ways in which Western thought 
has attempted to impose its ideals onto other countries.

Analyzing literature can often shed light upon the political and cultural cli-
mates of both the time when the work was written as well as the present. 
Sabrina Black’s article, “Writing in a Surveillance State: Otherness in Chris

ta Wolf’s What Remains,” examines the positions in which writers found 
themselves under the surveillance of the German Democratic Republic 
state, and this topic of surveillance and censorship of writers and intellectu-
als is one that offers daunting implications for today. Author Monica Coscia 
consider the concepts of truth, justice, and modernity within The Brothers 
Karamazov in her article, “Trial and Error: The Malleability of Truth in the 
Conviction of Dmitri Karamazov.” She concludes that the failure of Western 
court systems to seek and recognize truth prevents justice from taking its 
course within Russian society. This relationship between truth and justice 
is particularly important to the present, especially when considering the 
increasing prevalence and proliferation of false information and news.

Often times, research can call attention to and question aspects of society 
that are either taken for granted or forgotten. Elizabeth D’Altrui’s article, 
“Curb the Thirst: Efficacy of Bottled Water Bans in Reducing Plastic Waste,” 
discusses the need to reduce the use of the common plastic water bottle 
through policies, while Zackary Park’s article, “The Road to a Cure: Charac-
terization of a New HIV Antibody,” reminds us of the complex (often unac-
knowledged) research that is required to develop and improve life-changing 
medicine. Meanwhile, Kyle Baranko’s article, “The Point of Payment: A 
Comparison of Commercial Behaviors Across Regions,” studies the ways in 
which informal economies operate across several countries and are margin-
alized by the government, and author Caitlin Sullivan examines the cost 
and inefficiency of incarcerating the elderly in her article, “No Country for 
Old Men: An Economic Analysis of the Incarcerated Elderly.”

Elements seeks to support undergraduate research that is diverse and of the 
highest quality, and we also strive to facilitate discussions that inspire you 
to reflect upon and ask questions about society. We hope that the articles 
published in this issue of Elements will spark such conversations.  

Sincerely,

Annie kim 

Editor in Chief

Editor’s NotE
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Fyodor dostoevsky’s timeless novel, The BroThers Karamazov, explores the eternal 

question oF whether judicial systems can actually attain justice and truth. set in 

nineteenth-century russia, the novel tells the story oF Fyodor pavlovich and his 

sons: the rationalist ivan, the religious alyosha, the sensualist dmitri, and the ille-

gitimate smerdyakov. the sudden murder oF Fyodor spawns Familial and societal dis-

cord, and dmitri is charged with patricide. the novel culminates in a thrilling court-

room drama that captures the attention oF the karamazov Family’s entire community. 

this discourse views dostoevsky’s jury trial in The BroThers Karamazov not only as 

the trial oF dmitri karamazov, but also as a trial oF russian culture, pitting tradi-

tionalism against modernity. this paper assesses how russia’s dualistic culture sets 

the stage For dostoevsky to invent attorneys, witnesses, judges, and spectators who 

illustrate the various Facets oF late-nineteenth-century russian society at its pivotal 

crossroads. the article ultimately explains how dostoevsky’s thrilling legal battle 

reveals his doubt that the russian courts, or any arbitrarily established legal sys-

tem, could ever achieve true justice. 

Trial and Error
The Malleability of Truth in

monica coscia

the Conviction of Dmitri Karamazov



During the latter part of Fyodor Dostoevsky’s life, Russia 
lays “between a past which has not quite ended and a fu-
ture which has not quite begun.”1 The beauty of Dosto-
evsky’s literature lies in its depiction of both sides of this 
turning point in Russian history: on one hand, he writes of 
Russia’s rich, unique national identity and traditional val-
ues. On the other, he expresses ambivalence towards Rus-
sia’s movement in the direction of Europeanization, popu-
lism, and intellectualism.2 Dostoevsky birthed The Brothers 
Karamazov in 1880 during this turbulence, just fourteen 
years after Czar Alexander II instituted a distinctly West-
ern judicial system in Russia, which included public hear-
ings and jury trials. Although Dostoevsky initially support-
ed these reforms, he became increasingly critical of their 
ability to adjudicate fairly.3 Thus, the judicial trial and error 
in Brothers Karamazov not only determines Dmitri Karam-
azov’s guilt or innocence for the murder of his father, but 
also reveals Dostoevsky’s prediction about the fate of Rus-
sia’s future in the face of opposing cultural forces and di-
vergent ideas regarding truth and justice. 

The dualistic culture that Dostoevsky immersed himself in 
was integral to his inspiration to construct a trial of his 
own in The Brothers Karamazov. Especially during the end 
of his life, Dostoevsky was “very much rooted in his time…
he was deeply preoccupied with events taking place in both 

Russia and in Europe.”4 Accordingly, Dostoevsky read in-
numerable types of literature from all regions of the cul-
tural spectrum-novels, periodicals, Christian literature, 
classic Western works, psychological treatises, and tradi-
tional Russian literature.5 Dostoevsky learned about West-
ern liberalism and idealism and contrasted it with Russian 
traditionalism and conservatism. He cultivated a passion 
for the unique national spirit of Russia and protectiveness 
over values of family, community, and Christian morality. 
As a result of his vast reading, Dostoevsky became appre-
hensive about the threat of Russia’s “danger of succumb-
ing to the forces of modernization and capitalism” from 
the West.6 However, Dostoevsky also grew to believe that 
Russia should follow in the footsteps of European domina-
tion and exploitation in order to spread those values.7 His 
seemingly paradoxical belief that Russia should become 
simultaneously more Russian and more European mirror 
the contemporaneous Russian dilemma in which “the old 
order has come to an end and in which the outlines of a 
new order are not yet distinguishable.”8

Dostoevsky also undertook intensive reading of political 
disputes and trial proceedings; this gave him an extensive 
breadth of knowledge about the reformed judicial system, 
enabling him to write his very own, historically accurate 
trial proceeding in The Brothers Karamazov.9 Even before 
he wrote this novel, Dostoevsky composed opinion pieces 
that were frequently published in newspapers and 
journals, declaring what he thought judges should have 
decided in various cases.10 As a result of his broad and 
purposeful reading of literature from Russia and 
elsewhere, Dostoevsky developed both an infatuation and 
a concern for the increased European influence on Russian 
culture, especially in the judicial realm.11 Dostoevsky thus 
orchestrated a Westernized jury trial in The Brothers 
Karamazov to serve as, “the perfect vehicle for advancing 
his moral, religious, and political ideas.”12 The trial that 
constitutes a large part of the novel is therefore Dostoevsky’s 
comprehensive commentary on each element of the new 
judicial system. 

The Brothers Karamazov stands at the forefront of Russia’s 
crossroads, reflecting Dostoevsky’s apprehension about 
“Russia’s historical identity.”13 One of the central features 
of Russian traditionalism is strong, unbreakable family 
ties—particularly that of a father-son relationship. Fyodor 
Karamazov’s betrayal of his biological sons and Dmitri’s 
alleged patricide, which inherently corrupts this father-son 
bond, represent the fact that Russia’s most time-honored 
traditional values are at stake at this trial and at this point 

Portrait of the author, fyodor dostoevsky, in 1872 
(Courtesy of wikimedia commons)

12

ElEmEnts  : : spring 2017



in Russian history.14 Throughout the novel, “the family…
becomes the critical unit of society, and its unity and bio-
logical continuity are threatened by the loss of values 
which characterizes Petersburg society as a whole.”15 The 
source of Dostoevsky’s frustration and his criticism of the 
Westernized jury trial is the fact that a non-Russian justice 
system is adjudicating a matter of fundamental, familial 
Russian values. 

Dostoevsky’s primary concern with the European jury tri-
al’s artificial transplantation into the Russian social fabric 
was that the adversarial justice system’s alleged discovery 
of truth would supplant Russia’s pure, Christian attitude to 
truth. One of the most remarkable components of the 
1864 judicial reform was its forceful separation of religion 
and law. Before the Europeanization of the Russian courts, 
different courts existed for each social class and the system 
afforded the Christian clergy special treatment. Although 
European culture fascinated Dostoevsky, he also feared 
that European modernization would monopolize Russia’s 
future.16 Consequently, Dostoevsky portrays the European-
ized jury trial as an anti-Russian institution because it pur-
portedly attains truth through deceit and theatrics; the at-
torneys on both sides intentionally distort reality in order 
to win the trial. Instead of proposing an alternative to the 
Europeanized jury trial, Dostoevsky adopts a reluctant ac-
ceptance but continues to criticize the system: he resent-
fully recognizes that, “The future…belongs to the world of 
the court, that is, to Western law and jurisprudence.”17 The 
Brothers Karamazov is a call to action for the Russian peo-
ple to avoid blindly accepting the court as the most civil 
and equitable means of achieving justice.18 Contained in 
Dostoevsky’s hand-crafted jury trial is a subtle, yet caustic 
critique of the spectacle of the attorneys’ statements, the 
institution of the jury itself, both the lay and expert wit-
nesses, the judge, and the public’s response to the trial, 
revealing Dostoevsky’s disillusionment with the Western 
judicial reforms of 1864. 

Dostoevsky’s main criticism of the prosecutor is that he 
treats Dmitri’s murder trial as a performance to advance 
his career and reputation, rather than as an opportunity to 
help serve justice. The most convincing proof that the law-

yers are performing to please the crowd rather than the 
jury is the fact that they employ complicated rhetorical ar-
guments and literary allusions in their statements, but the 
jury is uneducated and does not understand such refer-
ences.19 First, the prosecutor Ippolit Kirillovich takes up 
the case to prove himself as a litigator and directs his 
speech not to the jurors, but to the lawyers “who have ridi-
culed him and hindered his career.”20 The prosecutor does 
not even mention the defendant’s name until he is well 
into his closing statement. He knows that he could not win 
the case on the facts alone, as the evidence against Dmitri 
was all circumstantial, so he resorts to preaching about 
Russia’s moral and spiritual values, the civic duty of its 
citizens, and its future.21 Kirillovich appeals to Russia’s 
strong family values in asking, “Shall I offend society if I 
say that [Fyodor Pavlovich] is even one of many modern 
day fathers?”22 Instead of focusing primarily on the case at 
hand, the prosecutor universalizes the charge and con-
demns society for adopting a “broad, Karamazovian na-
ture” of depravity and degradation.23 Ironically, Kirillovich 
preemptively chastises the defense attorney for using “elo-
quent and moving words, aimed at your emotions,” and 
warns the jurors not to be convinced by them, although the 
prosecutor has been spewing empty rhetoric for three 
chapters.24 The prosecutor also distorts the truth by at-
tempting to illustrate Fyodor Pavlovich as a pitiable, hum-
ble, and moral patriarch whom all Russians can relate to, 
when the community knows quite well that he is a de-
praved sensualist.25 It is painfully ironic that Kirillovich, 
who has just attempted to prove what the reader knows is 
a lie, ends his speech with a pathos-laden invocation to the 
jury about serving justice and truth,: “Remember that you 
are the defenders of our truth, the defenders of holy Rus-
sia, of her foundations, of her family, of all that is holy in 
her!”26 This statement epitomizes Dostoevsky’s ideal judi-
cial system in which justice and truth are inseparable; 
however, in the context of the prosecution’s elaborate lie, it 
is hypocritical and almost sardonically comical. Although 
Kirillovich attempts to bridge the Russian conflict between 
traditional and modern values by appealing to Russian val-
ues in his arguments, Dostoevsky implicitly condemns the 
prosecutor for tainting precious Russian morality by ex-
ploiting it to distort the truth. 

“The Brothers Karamazov is a call to action for the 
Russian people to avoid blindly accepting the court as the 

most civil and equitable means of achieving justice.”
13
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Similarly, although the defense attorney is supposedly de-
fending the truth by attempting to acquit an innocent 
man, he is still convoluting the truth by refusing to believe 
it. The fact that Fetyukovich actually thinks that Dmitri is 
guilty but still represents him is the strongest evidence 
that he takes this case to pursue self-aggrandizement, pub-
licity, and “advancing his personal and political agenda.”27 

Fetyukovich skillfully pokes holes in the prosecution’s case 
and attacks the credibility of its witnesses,28 but is “not in-
terested in Dmitri as a person; he ‘vouches’ for his client 
from purely technical and strategic considerations.”29 In 
fact, the defense attorney explicitly admits that it was “cer-
tain juridical fact” and “characteristic peculiarities” that 
urged him to take the case.30 Through the character of the 
defense attorney, Dostoevsky comments on the unjust na-
ture of the Westernized court system by pointing out that 
once the witness examinations conclude, Fetyukovich’s 
theatrical routine is the only word representing Dmitri.31  
And that word is focused on exploiting the impressionabil-
ity of the people via rhetoric, rather than fulfilling his obli-
gation to fight the charges against his client. Similarly to 
the prosecutor, Fetyukovich attempts to universalize the 
case to win over his audience with pathos: “The prosecutor 
threatens Russia with the wrath of Europe, just as Fetyu-
kovich threatens fathers with the wrath of their sons.”32

Dostoevsky highlights the difference between truth and 
justice through characters who contradict themselves in 
court, while they are under oath. Another element to sup-
port the idea that Fetyukovich is simply performing for 
himself is that he entirely reverses the basis of his argu-
ment during his summative statement.  He originally de-
clares that Dmitri is innocent: “I swear by all that’s holy. I 
believe completely in the explanation of the murder I have 
just presented to you.”33 However, just a few minutes later, 
Fetyukovich asks his audience to consider the possibility 
that Dmitri did, in fact, kill his father, and begs the jury to 
“overwhelm [Dmitri] with your mercy” if they believe the 
defendant is guilty.34 The fact that Fetyukovich changes his 
mind about the most important fact in the case mid-
speech deals a significant blow to his credibility and makes 
a mockery of the Western judicial system—the defense at-
torney blatantly contradicts himself during his own state-
ment, but the public is still invariably in awe of him. In 
short, Fetyukovich symbolizes “a new stage in the history 
of the world—and the law—in which the world is torn 
loose not only from its former moral and spiritual moor-
ings but from its ideological moorings as well.”35 Another 
character who contradicts herself and perverts the rela-
tionship between truth and justice is Dmitri’s former fian-

cée, Katerina Ivanovna, who introduces a genuine piece of 
evidence: a letter proclaiming Dmitri’s intent to kill his 
father, which distorts the truth. Katerina originally testi-
fied on Dmitri’s side but suddenly switches to the prosecu-
tion, revealing how the justice system even pits lovers 
against one another just as it pits truth against justice. 

Although Dmitri Fyodorovich is the one on trial for the 
murder of his father, the attorneys and audiences are 
much less concerned with his fate than they are interested 
in the spectacle of the courtroom drama.36 Since he is in-
nocent, Dmitri represents both the truth and Russia it-
self.37 Just as Russia is caught between progressive Europe 
and its traditional past, Dmitri must choose between his 
father Fyodor Pavlovich’s sensualist nature, his brother 
Ivan Fyodorovich’s cold rationality, and his brother Alyo-
sha Fyodorovich’s unconditional love. The public essen-
tially perceives Dmitri as a scapegoat for betraying the in-
valuable Russian paternal bond and for acting upon the 
impulse to get revenge on his father, which is societally 
intolerable—despite that most members of society have, 
and often repress, this vengeful impulse.38 Dostoevsky de-
picts “the court as a deracinated un-Russian institution 
that cannot abide Dmitri’s quintessential earthy Russian 
character.”39 Dmitri makes several attempts throughout 

The BroThers karamazov book Cover (Courtesy of 
FLickr)
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“This supports Dostoevsky’s vision of Westernized court 
as an instrument of propoganda through which judges 

adjudicated to advance their political agenda.”
the trial to speak up for himself, both in spontaneous out-
bursts and solicited answers to the judge’s inquiries, but 
the judge constantly silences him: “‘Watch your words, de-
fendant…You are harming yourself in the opinion of your 
judges.’”40 The condemnation that Dmitri receives from 
the court’s leader for speaking the honest truth represents 
Dostoevsky’s belief that the modernized judicial system 
simply cannot perceive and accept the truth accurately: 
“Dmitri’s word, the Russian word, is effectively silenced.”41 
He is not given a fair chance to make his voice heard, as 
the judge continually suppresses his truthful statements.42 
This supports Dostoevsky’s vision of the Westernized 
court as an instrument of propaganda through which 
judges adjudicated to advance their political agenda.43 De-
spite making several efforts to defend himself during the 
trial, when asked to speak at the end of the trial, Dmitri 
“was terribly tired in body and spirit. The look of strength 
and independence…had all but vanished.”44 Since Dmitri 
represents Russia as a whole on trial, this statement re-
flects Russia’s retreat away from its time-honored values—
its culture, too, is tired in body and spirit. 

Ivan is another truthful defense witness whose testimony 
is rejected by the judicial system that, in Dostoevsky’s 
opinion, has little regard for the actual truth. During his 
testimony, Ivan shakily declares that Smerdyakov is the 
true murderer of Fyodor Pavlovich, which the reader 
knows is the actual truth. However, because raw emotion 
and perceived mental instability accompany Ivan’s testi-
mony, “Ivan’s confession is too true to be believed.”45 It is 
ironic that the audience and jury are swayed by the emo-
tional words of the untruthful attorneys and witnesses, but 
are unconvinced by the emotional testimony of a truthful 
witness. The judge, who Dostoevsky portrays as a suppres-
sor of truth, bellows at Ivan, “Are you in your right mind? 
…Witness, your words are incomprehensible and impos-
sible in this place.”46 The judge’s demand for evidence in 
light of Ivan’s confession is frustrating, because he lacks 
concrete proof to back up his word. On the other hand, the 
prosecution submits a great deal of concrete proof, in the 
form of physical evidence and legal exhibits. Dostoevsky 
thus demonstrates what he believes to be a fundamental 

paradox of the new judicial system: although Ivan is telling 
the truth, he cannot possibly back up his claim with evi-
dence; although the prosecution is weaving a lie, they pro-
duce a plethora of evidence.47 

Dostoevsky also emphasizes the unreliability of evidence 
in the courtroom with the introduction of dubious expert 
witnesses on both sides of the trial. For example, the Mos-
cow doctor who testifies to Dmitri’s temporary insanity 
without ever meeting him only does so at the behest of 
Katerina —not even the defense attorney supports this tes-
timony. Dostoevsky satirizes the employment of pseudo-
science in the courtroom to prove that expert witnesses 
are, more often than not, “bought or subjective.”48 The ex-
perts contradict one another, and the doctor from Moscow 
and Doctor Herzenstube take the case to pursue their per-
sonal vendettas against each other, overall making “the 
expert testimony appear ludicrous.”49 The fact that evi-
dence can be misconstrued to deny the truth and the fact 
that evidence is essential to proving the truth indicates 
Dostoevsky’s belief that “evidence…is a knife (literally “a 
stick with two ends”) that can cut either way…the one small 
truth on which larger truths hinge.”50 

the imPerial CounCil, West side, st. Petersburg, the 
birthPlaCe of dostoevsky (Courtesy of wikimedia 
commons)
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In addition to insinuating how the participants in Dmitri’s 
trial itself depict the shortcomings of the justice system, 
Dostoevsky also issues a polemic against the transforma-
tion of a judicial trial into a public spectacle. The masses 
gather in the courtroom not to see justice served, but be-
cause they take pleasure in the rhetoric of and competition 
between famous attorneys as “a contest between gladia-
tors.”51 The public is almost comically irrational in that it 
believes that “this was not a controversial case at all,” and 
that “the criminal was guilty, clearly guilty, utterly guilty” 
before the trial even begins, before they see concrete evi-
dence or hear arguments from either side.52 Dostoevsky 
portrays the public as extremely fickle—one minute, the 
prosecutor convinces them that Dmitri is guilty, and the 
next, they are swayed by the defense attorney’s argument. 
Dostoevsky indicates just how illogical public opinion can 
be by writing that the women favored Dmitri’s acquittal, 
even though they believed him to be guilty, because “an 
idea had been formed of him as a conqueror of women’s 
hearts.”53 On the other hand, the men of the city took plea-
sure in Dmitri’s conviction out of jealousy and vanity, be-
cause their wives sympathized with him.54 Both the press 
and the masses are preoccupied with the trial, and it be-
comes a source of daily public entertainment. Accordingly, 
Gary Rosenshield opines that the O.J. Simpson trial is a 
modern-day reappearance of The Brothers Karamazov trial 
in its transformation into a media spectacle and a theater 
for lawyers to advance their careers.55 The malleability and 
superficiality of the people renders the entire trial a court-
room drama. Ivan’s frenzied cry of “Circuses! Bread and 
circuses!” embodies the public’s desire for public amuse-
ment in the place of a judicial trial. 

Ultimately, the jury trial in The Brothers Karamazov ad-
vances Dostoevsky’s opinion that the Westernized courts 
installed by the Russian government in 1864 do not fairly 
serve justice because they fail to recognize the truth. Dos-
toevsky believed that truth of a crime, or lack thereof, 
should determine a just punishment: “The trial and the 
judgment that the court passes on Dimitri are a judgment 
of Russian society’s ability to perceive the truth—and they 
prove to be a withering judgment.”56 Throughout the pro-
gression from Smerdyakov’s confession to the trial’s ver-
dict, the truth progressively grows more distorted through 

bias and rhetoric.57 As a result of misperceiving the truth, 
the court wrongfully convicts an innocent man.58 In the 
novel, the relationship between crime and punishment is 
perverted, contrary to Dostoevsky’s belief that this relation-
ship “must be rational—and to a certain extent impartial, 
standardized, formal, and codified” to serve justice.59  The 
Westernized jury trial, however, strays from this standard-
ization, employing deceit instead of truth, especially 
through deceptive attorneys. Dostoevsky once published 
an article that epitomizes his pessimism with regards to 
the jury trial sarcastically entitled “Deceit Is Necessary to 
Truth. Deceit Multiplied by Deceit Produces Truth. Is This 
So?60  His anxiety regarding the new judicial reforms con-
stitutes one aspect of his “fear of the Westernization, secu-
larization, and increasing individualism in Russian soci-
ety,” which he developed during the 1860s and 1870s 
when Russia was on the brink of modernity.61 The Western 
court system and law—“ephemeral, superficial, and of this 
world only”—are symbols of Dostoevsky’s cynicism about 
Russia’s future.62 After Dmitri’s trial concludes and the 
court spectators converse, Dostoevsky speaks through one 
of the members of the crowd: “Do we have any truth in 
Russia, gentlemen, or is there none at all?”63 

“‘Do we have any truth in Russia, gentlemen, 
or is there none at all?’”
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A nAtion-stAte’s politicAl structure determines the levels of trust And security indi-

viduAls hAve in the economic system As A whole. hotbeds of commerciAl Activities And 

convince mAny people to migrAte to urbAn AreAs in seArch of obtAining A slice of 

thAt economic growth. how these individuAls conduct business trAnsActions re-

flect their levels of trust And security in A nAtion-stAte’s politicAl system. through 

AnAlyzing formAl And informAl commerciAl trAnsActions At the point of pAyment, 

this pAper will explore how smAll merchAnts And consumers replAce gAps in formAl 

regulAtions And distrust in governAnce with their own systems of trust And securi-

ty. reseArch in buenos Aires, hAnoi, And cApe town shows how unique feAtures of 

eAch nAtion-stAte’s politicAl economy significAntly impAct commerciAl behAvior At 

the point of pAyment, but rAise concerns About unequAl weAlth distribution in cities 

integrAted within the globAl mArket economy.

The poinT of paymenT
A Comparison of Commercial Behaviors Across Regions

kyle bArAnko



inTroduCTion
Small-scale economic behavior in Buenos Aires, Hanoi, 
and Cape Town is a byproduct of economic, political, and 
cultural variables at both the micro and macro level. This  
paper analyzes how non-quantifiable aspects of individual 
decision-making affect commercial transactions at the 
point of payment. Unquantifiable notions of security and 
trust have a critical impact on how people exchange goods 
and therefore a significant impact on the political economy 
of a nation-state as a whole. In essence, macro-level politi-
cal and economic features of state governance control no-
tions of trust and security among consumers, which in 
turn determine circumstances at a point of payment. 
Where the government is either unwilling or unable to in-
still safety and confidence in micro-level commercial activ-
ity, individuals and communities create alternate payment 
systems to compensate.

The mechanism of this relationship between macro and 
micro variables operates differently in each city studied. 
Decades of political upheaval and a financial crisis in Ar-
gentina are directly related to the fragmented payment sys-
tem within Buenos Aires. Economic instability has made it 
difficult for individuals to build networks of trust and de-
velop security in the Argentine peso, which has resulted in 
inconvenient payment methods and a widespread distrust 
of government. A painful national history plagued by re-
current war and resource shortage has allowed the Com-
munist Party of Vietnam to build legitimacy and tremen-
dous faith in its ability to provide security and trust in the 

economy. However, the government’s centralization of 
power has rendered it unable or unwilling to release most 
microeconomic activity from a confined payment system 
of straight cash, as a high percentage of commercial trans-
actions remain informal and unregulated. South Africa’s 
young, dysfunctional democracy has largely avoided eco-
nomic instability but has been unable to provide essential 
services needed for stability on the microeconomic level; 
Cape Town’s inability to distribute security forces evenly 
across the population has had a disproportionate impact 
on poor, informal business as police protect capital rather 
than people. 

rEsEarCh QuEsTion and mEThodology
The purpose of this project is to analyze the similarities 
and differences of small-scale commercial transactions 
within and between each city. All research gathered centers 
on one central question: how do the relationships between 
micro-level variables at the point of payment and the 
nation-state’s macro-level political economy manipulate 
notions of trust and security among individuals? 

To gather data in each city, I had in-depth conversations 
with locals, conducted field observations at various types of 
storefronts, and interviewed small business owners and 
managers. The relationship between merchant and cus-
tomer, specifically analyzed regarding security and trust, 
will be used as the two central themes in which to measure 
macro and micro-level variables. Macro-level variables in-
clude historical legacies, political system, and degree of 
market intervention. Micro-level variables include technol-
ogy, information access, currency, brand, regulations, and 
degree of formality.

EvidEnCE and analysis
Small-scale commercial activity in Buenos Aires is intri-
cately linked to individual attitudes towards the govern-
ment’s management of the economy. These attitudes are 
the product of a recent traumatic history plagued by politi-
cal and financial instability; as a result, markets in Argen-
tina show a high distrust in the national currency, the 
peso, as well as animosity towards foreign multinational 
corporations. Much of the negative popular sentiment 
stems from the financial crisis in 2001 and its aftermath. 
Corrupt political leadership and failed neoliberal policies 
were the primary culprits of the economic disaster, which 
vaporized personal savings and destroyed the peso’s value 
while mass protests propelled the populist Néstor Kirch-

a quiet street in the shoPPing distriCt of hanoi 
(Courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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ner into power. Because the blame fell on free markets, 
deregulated capital flows, and aggressive foreign multina-
tionals, popular sentiment developed a strong distaste in 
the tightly integrated international political economy. 
However, the most recent national elections signaled a 
change in power as the conservative, market-oriented 
Mauricio Macri assumed the presidency. 

Despite its tumultuous colonial history, Vietnam has seen 
extraordinary economic success and political stability 
since the Doi Moi reforms in 1989; individuals have 
responded with trust in the state-capitalist economy and 
security in the legitimacy of the Communist Party. Because 
there is no change of power in government, commercial 
activity enjoys the absence of whimsical economic policy 
and the benefit of constant pro-growth regulations. 
Vietnam has been steadily advancing free market policies 
and tighter integration with the global economy from the 
top down.

Since its movement towards democracy, South Africa has 
experienced a tumultuous political atmosphere but 
maintained a relatively stable macroeconomic system; 
negative sentiment regarding trust and security among 
citizens largely hinges on government legitimacy and 
policy implementation, not direct economic policy. 
Governance failures in Cape Town do not stem from a lack 
of ambition – South Africa has a very progressive 
constitution – but rather the feasibility of providing 
services to a population that suffers from blatant wealth 
disparity and spatial segregation. As a result, commercial 
activity differs drastically in former townships compared 
to the Central Business District. 

In Buenos Aires, the majority of small business transac-
tions observed used cash payments in Argentine pesos 
rather than digital payments or plastic debit and credit 
cards. However, the percentage of digital and card pay-
ments was even lower just two years ago; since taking of-
fice, the Macri administration has sought to restore confi-
dence in digital credit and debit systems by encouraging 
small-businesses to accept MasterCard, Visa, and other 
Western financial services linked to the global economic 

system.1 This trend is clearly apparent in Palermo, an area 
of the city with many small businesses and bustling with 
tourists. Storefronts in this neighborhood were extremely 
aggressive in marketing the types of payments accepted at 
their location, placing signs in windows denoting their 
willingness and ability to conduct transactions with par-
ticular financial services brands, cards, and even high-tech 
options like Apple Pay. These signs always specified 
whether stores accept debit or credit cards, or both; al-
though the government has pushed for a more formalized 
economic system, many Argentines still lack access to 
credit and banking services. 

In Hanoi’s sparkling commercial development, Royal City, 
a point of payment systems are also formal and highly 
integrated with the international economy. Retail outlets in 
the mall are predominantly Western brands and foreigners 
own most of the residential complexes. However, local 
consumers rarely visit the vast commercial complexes to 
shop; instead they use the space during the summer to 
enjoy the air conditioning and admire products without 
making purchases.2 The majority of microeconomic 
activity in Hanoi does not take place in great, formal 
commercial centers like Royal City but rather in informal 
shops and markets.

Commercial transactions in the Central Business District 
of Cape Town are highly formalized. Most small businesses 
are integrated with Western financial services companies 
and accept almost all types of credit and debit cards. Many 
accept Zapper, a mobile payment app that uses a QR code 
scanning mechanism to instantly charge a credit or debit 
card digitally. Double swiping and card fraud are the 
primary security concerns for small businesses in the area, 
but Zapper is already siphoning 5-10% of total payments in 
some bars and stores.3 The minor security problems reflect 
trust in government’s management of the city’s economy 
and a healthy business environment. 

The Macri administration has taken initiatives to build 
safety and transparency through improved, high-tech reg-
ulations. Every formal storefront in Palermo, where the 
majority of research was gathered, had a “Data Fiscal” sign 

“The majority of microeconomic activity in Hanoi does 
not take place in great, formal commercial centers like 

Royal City, but rather in informal shops and markets.” 
21

The poinT of paymenT



hanging in the entrance window. This sign consisted of 
the title of the enterprise and a large QR code intended for 
potential customers to scan with their smartphone to get 
instant official data on the establishment’s finances. The 
information is supposedly for the public as a whole, but it 
remains to be seen whether these new regulations are in-
tended to increase consumer confidence or attract foreign 
direct investment—or both. Regardless of intention, the 
Data Fiscal initiative reflects the Macri administration’s 
determination to formalize small businesses, at least in 
the cosmopolitan Palermo neighborhood. 

To maintain control of the population, the Vietnamese po-
litical structure remains top-down in nature and is either 
unable or unwilling to formalize commerce at the micro-
level. This has led to juxtaposition; a high percentage of 
the microeconomic activity in Hanoi is informal and un-
regulated because the state’s centralized political structure 
is incapable of providing regular commercial services, and 
as a result, a high percentage of business activity evades 
state control. Overall, Hanoi residents do not trust banks 
and credit cards because they do not understand how fi-
nancial services operate. They elect to use cash because it 
is consistent and perceived as more secure.4 The Commu-
nist Party has kept the circle of trust between the consum-
er, the merchant, and the government, represented as the 
paper currency: Vietnamese dong. 

Rather than large, corporate, chain-run firms, many resi-
dents of Hanoi purchase most of their goods from small, 
family-owned businesses. As a result, personal relation-
ships between customer and merchant are often used in-
stead of digital financial services. At one family-owned bar, 
workers had established an informal system of credit with 
regular customers whereby payments were made casually 
or on friendly informal credit systems. Many establish-
ments throughout Hanoi operated in a similar manner, 
lacking formal structure and standard payment methods 
but compensating through personal relationships between 
those involved. Even when commercial transactions be-

tween merchant and customer were anonymous, the ex-
change still lacked direct oversight from the government 
or the inclusion of a third party in the circle of trust. One 
manager interviewed did not see the need to accept cards 
because the business she operated was so small. She had 
no formal relationship with the government and paid rent 
to a larger corporation that handled taxes and other legal 
matters.5 This is a theme common throughout Vietnam’s 
political economy; interaction between enterprise and gov-
ernment is carried out at a high level as the Communist 
Party cedes direct control on the micro-level, keeping most 
small business informal. 

Lack of security services is the defining concern among 
merchants and consumers conducting commercial trans-
actions in the former South African townships. In these 
poor, racially divided areas, microeconomic activity takes 
three dominant forms: locally owned “Spaza” stores, high-
ly mobile street traders, and formal chain stores. One cor-
ner of Washington Street in Langa Township acts as a du-
eling center of economic activity as formal and informal 
businesses compete for consumers.6 The corporate gen-
eral store accepts card payments and employs four private 
security guards to protect the entrance. To compensate for 
the lack of labor, the locally owned Spaza store creates a 
fortress by putting up large metal barriers and accepting 
cash payments exclusively through a small window. The 
mobile street trader relies on the community for security, 
as products are open and especially vulnerable. To com-
pete with the corporate giant’s vast financial resources, the 
Spaza store and street trader use personal relationships 
and social capital to attract consumers and create informal 
security networks, a phenomenon common throughout 
other townships, like Khayelitsha.7 These small, locally 
owned enterprises provide discounts and informal credit 
for their regular customers, which form a high percentage 
of their total business; in return, these consumers remain 
loyal and provide protection.8 Street traders exclusively rely 
on social capital for security and typically only sell prod-
ucts to customers with whom they have personal relation-

“The information is supposedly for the public as a whole, 
but it remains to be seen whether these new regulations 
are intended to increase consumer confidence or attract 

foreign direct investment—or both.”22
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Calle florida, a busy street loCated in the buenos 
aires City Center (Courtesy of wikimedia commons)

ships. As a whole, merchants in townships and other ne-
glected areas of Cape Town compensate for the lack of 
formal financial services and public security by using per-
sonal relationships and informal networks of trust. 

Regardless of the physical form of payments, Buenos Aires 
is unique in the three cities studied because of consumers’ 
affinity for U.S. dollars. Because of recurrent inflation and 
deep-seated distrust in the government’s ability to back the 
peso, all expensive commercial transactions, such as hous-
es and cars, are paid for in U.S. dollars.9 This feature of 
Argentine microeconomic activity displays a high level of 
distrust and insecurity in the national government’s ability 
to ensure transparency and long-term stability on a macro-
economic-level. 

The point of payment circumstances in the taxi industry, 
specifically Uber, vary greatly between the three cities and 
exemplify how macro-level political economy determines 
features of micro-level commercial activity. In Argentina, a 
history of strong labor unions and learned cultural aver-
sion to Western multinationals has protected the domestic 
taxicab industry and kept Uber from spreading to Buenos 
Aires. Uber is allowed to operate in Vietnam but still faces 
cultural hurdles; most residents of Hanoi prefer cash-only 
motorbike and taxi services, as they have familiarity with 
this type of exchange and hesitate to extend trust to finan-
cial services or a Western company with algorithmically-
set rates.10 In contrast, Uber is popular in Cape Town pri-
marily because it extends trust to a third and fourth party. 
When ride payments remain between an individual con-
sumer and driver, both have the opportunity to exploit the 
other. Integrating Uber and a credit or debit card company 
increases transparency and legitimizes the terms of ex-
change so that a potential contract violation between con-
sumer and driver is less likely. Some drivers insist on hav-
ing both Uber and a financial services company involved 
in the transaction, as many refuse to pick up riders in 
townships when the payment feature is set as “cash” for 
fear of exploitation.11 In this case, the government is inca-
pable of providing security in the exchange, so the private 
sector fills the gap by extending the circle of trust. These 
varied reactions and attitudes towards Uber reflect themat-
ic sentiments of trust and security in each city and how it 
is distributed. 

Residents of Buenos Aires, Hanoi, and Cape Town en-
gaged in informal commercial transactions have done so 
out of necessity, not by choice; their plight to make ends 
meet through personal relationships and informal net-

works is not a sign of empowerment but rather marginal-
ization by globalization’s potent market and political forc-
es. Although admirable, informal entrepreneurship at a 
point of payment is a symptom of economic exclusion and 
wealth inequality, not a tool to lift people out of poverty. 
Neoliberal economist Hernando de Soto argues that infor-
mal economies are “an epic struggle waged by informals . 
. . a long march toward private property, subjugating the 
state and formal society as they go.”12 Roy is correct in dis-
missing this flawed argument as the “aestheticization of 
poverty.” De Soto’s defining case to just formalize informal 
property and businesses fails to account for the macro-
level structural challenges marginalized small-business 
owners and consumers face. Because Spaza stores in 
South African townships and street traders in Hanoi rely 
on face-to-face relationships with customers for security 
and payment systems, it is physically impossible to utilize 
economies of scale to expand their operation. In the case of 
Langa Township, the Spaza stores and street traders are 
mired in a perpetual state of disadvantage because they 
have to expend limited social capital for safety while corpo-
rate competitors have the financial resources to pay for 
private security, a service that should be provided by the 
government. In Cape Town, the public resources needed 
to create trust and security – unquantifiable but prime in-
gredients for economic growth – are not distributed evenly 
across the population but instead coalesce around formal 
commercial centers and concentrated wealth. This phe-
nomenon is also evident in Hanoi as the Communist Party 
actively promotes formal development in Royal City; in 
this case, the government’s resistance to bottom-up civil 
society at the local level leaves most microeconomic activ-
ity informal. 
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Globalization exacerbates the disequilibrium in how for-
mality, and the public resources that accompany it, is dis-
tributed. As Sassen explains, the profitable fruits of global-
ization come from “the new growth sectors – specialized 
services and finance” which “sets in motion a whole series 
of new dynamics of inequality.”13 Political leaders of these 
three countries envision grand global cities integrated with 
the international economy; however, the idealized areas in 
line with this vision such as Palermo, Royal City, and the 
CBD exclude the majority of the city’s population, which is 
more active in the informal economy. Until governments 
eliminate structural systems of oppression, these informal 
economies will continue to act as a sign of marginalization 
at the hands of economic inequality and market forces. 

ConClusion
This research paper has explored how characteristics of a 
state’s political economy impact commercial activity at the 
individual, micro level. In all three cities, there is a stark 
contrast between trust and security at the formal and infor-
mal level. The formal payment systems are regulated and 
encouraged by the government whereas informal econo-
mies are created in the absence of official authority. For-
mal exchange is bolstered by government policy and the 
liquid capital of the globalized market; informal transac-
tions suffer from the lack of consistent services and acces-
sibility, although individuals have responded by establish-
ing networks of trust and security built on personal 
relationships. Nevertheless, this disparity poses serious 
questions about the sustainability of top-down, globalized 
economic growth in cities. Through unequal distribution 
of unquantifiable, behavioral precursors to economic 
growth like trust and security, governments perpetuate 
wealth inequality by restricting access to the benefits of 
formal systems of exchange. 
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This arTicle aims To explore visual arTisT laura swanson’s “anTi-self-porTraiT” as a 

response To TradiTional readings of The disabled body in visual arTs. she resisTs The 

visual rheTorics ThaT founding disabiliTy sTudies scholar rosemarie garland-

Thomson idenTifies in her essay The poliTics of sTaring: visual rheTorics of disabiliTy 

in popular phoTography. swanson’s “anTi-self-porTraiT” TiTled peggy lee realizes 

garland-Thomson’s call for an inTegraTion of feminisT criTical Theory and disabiliTy 

sTudies. The work inTenTionally engages The convenTional reading of disabiliTy, 

which narrowly defines as an exoTic sTaTe of difference. Though decepTively 

sTraighTforward, peggy lee exploiTs space and posiTion To reverse The TradiTional 

power dynamic which privileges The viewer’s gaze over The depicTed subjecT. by 

obscuring her face behind an osTensible symbol of socieTal beauTy sTandards, 

swanson reclaims The social riTual of sTaring aT disabiliTy.

Averting the gAze
An Anti-Self-Portrait of the Disabled Female Body

carly barnhardT



Minnesota-born artist Laura Swanson is one of seven 
adopted children in her family, and one of three with a 
physical disability. She credits her artistic exploration of 
identity to her mother, who “wanted [her] to experience a 
full life without inhibition”.1 In her collection of 
photographs titled Anti-Self-Portraits, Swanson explores 
her identity as a woman with a physical disability. Her 
artist statement reads:

Her work centers around a critical exploration of the behavior 
of looking at difference: how physical difference is visually de-
picted and objectified in culture, the consequent behaviors that 
cause discrimination in everyday life, and the psychological ef-
fects of being socially marginalized.2 

Influenced by images in popular culture, from the “visual 
tactics used by the advertising and retail industries” to the 
films of director Wes Anderson, to TV sitcoms like Friends, 
Swanson’s work can also be read more generally as a 
response to the visual rhetoric of popular photography that 
disability studies scholar Rosemarie Garland-Thomson 
defines in her essay The Politics of Staring: Visual Rhetorics 
of Disability in Popular Photography. In her response to 
these visual rhetorics in her “anti-self-portrait” called 
“Peggy Lee”, Swanson resists a traditional reading of a 
disabled body and reclaims her identity through self-
representation.  

A self-representation (or self-portrait) of the disabled, 
female body provides a visual response to Rosemarie 
Garland-Thomson’s call for the integration of feminist 
critical theory and disability studies. She writes, 
“Disability—like gender—is a concept that pervades all 
aspects of culture: its structuring institutions, historical 
communities, and the shared human experience of 
embodiment.”3 Further, Garland-Thomson’s work on “the 
politics of staring” takes into account the feminist principle 
of the “gaze” in relation to images of people with 
disabilities, thereby introducing a shared language 
between feminist discourses and disability studies. 
Swanson’s revision to the genre of the “self-portrait” calls 
for the consideration of the female body, pushing back 
against the form of a traditional portrait—a posed, formal 
drawing or painting that shows only the face or the head 
and shoulders of a person. The title of Swanson’s self-
portrait, “Peggy Lee”, references the name of the singer on 
the album that covers the subject’s face. Drawing on the 
archive of popular images, Swanson adopts the doe-eyed, 
flaxen-haired singer’s face and name as a critique of beauty 
standards. Garland-Thompson writes, “The twin ideologies 
of normalcy and beauty posit female and disabled bodies, 
particularly, as not only spectacles to be looked at, but as 
pliable bodies to be shaped infinitely so as to conform to a 
set of standards called normal and beautiful.”4 Swanson’s 
image of herself is split: she adopts society’s beauty 
standards in her face, but her body contrasts the “mask” 
she holds, as she is unable to change her body to fulfill the 
standards of beauty and normalcy. There is an ironic 
frankness in the self-presentation. Swanson teases the 
audience with what they want to see: a conventionally 
beautiful woman. In doing so she draws attention to her 
own inability to reflect these standards due to the 
circumstances of her human embodiment. 

The frankness of self-presentation asserts the artist’s pow-
er to command how she is perceived, and is negotiated 
through the gazes working in the photograph. Visually, the 
frank and sometimes eye-level gazes of artists on album 
covers surround the subject, but the subject withholds her 
own gaze by hiding her face with the album cover. Staring, 
then, becomes the subject of this photograph. The frag-
mentation of an otherwise essential process in photogra-
phy disrupts the power relations that normally dictate the 
subject-viewer relationship. Garland-Thomson writes in 
her aforementioned essay, 

Staring thus creates disability as a state of absolute difference 
rather than simply one more variation in human form. At the 

Photo of Peggy lee from ad on may 5, 1945 from 
BiLLBoard magazine (Courtesy of wikimedia 
commons)
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same time, staring constitutes disability identity by manifest-
ing the power relations between the subject positions of dis-
abled and able-bodied.5

In Swanson’s anti-self-portrait, power relations between 
the subject and the viewer are inverted; the subject wields 
the power to be seen or not to be seen. She wears a mask, 
hidden from the viewer, but the mask gives the illusion 
that she returns the gaze, even as she rejects it. Swanson is 
dressed in casual, loose-fitting clothes, which resists the 
sexualization of the female body and the fetishization of 
the disabled body at once. Swanson’s red shirt stands out 
against the otherwise neutral and cluttered background, 
but it neither draws attention to the shape of her body, nor 
hides it among the background. By positioning Peggy Lee’s 
face over her own, the artist asserts control over the terms 
of the stare and in defining her own identity. The image—
one that pairs the ideal standard of beauty with the physi-
cally disabled body—asserts human variation over “abso-
lute difference,” as the lines between subject and viewer 
and subject and subject are blurred.

Whereas the categories of visual rhetoric that Garland-
Thomson defines in popular photography draw attention 
to disability as a state of difference, Swanson’s anti self-
portrait falls into none of those categories. It therefore 
does not perpetuate a representation of “the wondrous, the 
sentimental, the exotic and the realistic.”6 The domestic 
setting belies the careful construction of the image. Geom-
etry plays an important role, as the rectangles in the image 
help to guide the viewer’s eye. Swanson’s body can be read 
as a rectangle that fills in the gap between the two rectan-
gular speakers. In this way, the image addresses Garland-
Thomson’s formulation of the “wondrous” in which “dis-
ability operates visually by juxtaposing the singular 
(therefore strange) mark of impairment in a surrounding 
context of the expected (therefore familiar).”7 Swanson’s 
body, however, is positioned so that it blends rather seam-
lessly into the background, not drawing attention to her 
body, but not hiding it either. Coupled with the verbal play 
of the title, “Anti-Self-Portrait,” Swanson, herself (and her 
body), nearly disappears from the image. The image is also 
static, barring the “supercrip” character in the “wondrous” 

image. That is, Swanson is doing nothing out of the ordi-
nary; in fact, she is doing nothing at all.8 Because the im-
age indicates no movement or action, Swanson draws at-
tention to the fact that it was posed. Barring the possibility 
of the “wondrous,” the closest mode “Peggy Lee” comes to 
is the realistic, as it is placed in a mundane, domestic set-
ting. The trick of the eye of the Peggy Lee record, however, 
lends itself to the surreal, which is characterized by the 
whimsical and irrational juxtaposition of images, unbri-
dled by traditional societal constraints.9 The visual manip-
ulation of the body to blend in with everyday objects is 
reminiscent of the work of Surrealist photographers, such 
as Man Ray.10 By adopting this new category of image to 
represent her body and her identity, Swanson challenges 
expectations of self-representation, adding another possi-
bility for reading the collection title, “Anti-Self-Portraits.” 

Swanson resists traditional images of disability, and in do-
ing so, avoids the role of “spectacle” in her own image and 
reverses the power relations of staring in photography, re-
claiming what Garland-Thomson calls “the social ritual of 
staring at disability.”11 She asserts her own identity as the 
artist in refusing to conform to the visual rhetorics that 
would define her identity as a woman with a disability. In 
producing these images, Swanson also adds to the archive 
of images of people with disabilities, allowing for new cat-
egories of images to add to a fuller understanding of indi-
vidual experience. In this way, Swanson’s photography col-
lection can be read as a form of activism, as it promotes 
different ways of viewing the disabled body. The collection, 
then, fulfills all of the domains of feminist disability theory 
that Rosemarie Garland-Thomson defines: representation, 
body, identity and activism.

“Swanson resists traditional images of disability, 
and in doing so, avoids the role of ‘spectacle’ 

in her own image...”
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IndIan mIgratIon to the U.S. dateS back to the the 1800S, bUt recent legISlatIon haS 

reSUlted In a large flow of hIghly SkIlled IndIan workerS to the UnIted StateS. whIle 

thIS InflUx haS booSted the U.S. economy and haS contrIbUted to the creatIon of 

more jobS, IndIa haS not experIenced the Same degree of benefIcIal effectS. thoSe 

who emIgrate typIcally contInUe to exchange valUable InformatIon— In the form of 

InveStmentS and remIttanceS— back wIth IndIa to IncreaSe prodUctIvIty and StImU-

late the economy. however, thIS haS not proven to coUnteract the great economIc 

loSS dUe to the oUtflow of theIr moSt edUcated and SkIlled laborerS. thIS paper ex-

ploreS the wayS In whIch IndIan ImmIgratIon to the U.S. haS contrIbUted to an aca-

demIc phenomenon known aS “braIn draIn”, and the adverSe aS well aS poSItIve ef-

fectS that thIS flow of hUman capItal haS had on both the U.S. and IndIan economIeS. 

fUrther, we examIne how preSIdent trUmp’S admInIStratIon wIll lIkely handle the 

h-1b vISa program.

Brain circulation
A Case Study of High-Skilled Migration from India 

SamIna gan, jordan mIndlIn, patrIck SheerIn, breck wIllS



“Labor is prior to and independent of capital. Capital is only the 
fruit of labor, and could never have existed if labor had not first 
existed. Labor is the superior of capital, and deserves much the 
higher consideration.” 

—Abraham Lincoln, State of the Union Address, 1861

inTroduCTion

This statement by Abraham Lincoln in 1861 demonstrates 
the continuing importance of labor as a factor input in the 
economy. In terms of immigration, Indian migrant work-
ers are important because capital is a result of labor, which 
stimulates the United States economy. While Indian mi-
gration to the United States dates back to the 1800s, recent 
legislation has changed the qualifications of the people 
migrating. As a result of the Immigration and Nationality 
Act of 1965 and of the Immigration Act of 1990, the ma-
jority of Indians migrating to the U.S. are now highly 
skilled. These high-skilled immigrants make up a key 
component of the technology boom in the United States, 
with a high concentration of immigrants living in entre-
preneurial hot spots such as Silicon Valley and Denver.1 
Furthermore, India has become the third largest source 
country of emigrants to the United States, only surpassed 
by Mexico and China. The resulting influx of high skilled 
and high performing labor has boosted the U.S. economy 
and led to the creation of more jobs, yet has also had detri-
mental effects on the U.S. and Indian economices alike. 
This paper explores the ways this immigration has contrib-
uted to the academic phenomena called the “brain drain.” 
We conclude that the U.S. H-1B program has had ambigu-
ous impacts for the source country of India yet positive 
effects for the United States as the destination country. 
Further, we examine how President Trump’s administra-
tion will likely handle the H-1B visa program, whether it be 
outright abolishment or revision.

moTivaTion

The India-to-U.S. migration flow is especially unique 
because of the occurrence of highly skilled workers leaving 
the third-world country to pursue better opportunities in 
the U.S., a phenomenon otherwise known as “brain 
drain.” The H-1B visas have allowed for increasingly more 
highly skilled foreign workers to migrate and work in the 
United States, most of whom are from India. While the 
economic effects for the U.S. are beneficial, India seems to 
experience the opposite. On one hand, India is losing its 

most educated and skilled laborers, but on the other hand, 
those who emigrate typically continue to exchange 
investments and remittances back to India, thereby 
furthering the flow of productivity and stimulating the 
economy. Yet, the benefit of these exchanges has not 
proven to counteract the great economic loss due to this 
outflow. It is hard to neglect the ways in which this 
migration flow positively impacts the U.S. — however, 
there are policymakers that believe H-1B visas should be 
cut to promote the hiring of native unemployed laborers in 
the U.S. rather than bring in more foreign workers. With 
the results of the 2016 election, we believe it is topical to 
analyze the future of the India-to-U.S. migration flow in 
the upcoming years, and how this flow will be affected by 
President Trump’s administration. 

hisTory of indian-u.s. migraTion flows

Indians began migrating to the U.S. as early as 1820.2 
During the nineteenth century, most of these immigrants 
were “unskilled and uneducated” farmers attracted to 
California agriculture. This migration flow came to a 
standstill due to the Immigration Acts of 1917 and 1924 
that were fueled by security concerns during World War I. 
This legislation banned all immigration from Asia except 
for Japanese and Filipino migrants.3 As a result, in 1960, 
Indian immigrants made up only 0.5 percent of the 
foreign-born population of the United States.4 The India to 
U.S. migration flow started up again when the 1965 
Immigration and Nationality Act was instituted. While this 

figure 1: indian immigrant PoPulation in the 
united states, 1980-2013 (Courtesy of migraTion 
poLicy insTiTuTe)
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abolished the quota system, there remained caps on source 
countries and the total annual immigration flow remained.5 
U.S. citizen or permanent resident relatives, refugees, or 
those with skills deemed useful for the country were 
preferred.6 The wave of immigrants that followed were 
“young, educated urban dwellers, with strong English 
language skills,” constrasting sharply with the initial 
immigrant population from India.7 

The Immigration Act of 1990 further increased the cap on 
permanent work-based or H-1B visas, attracting even more 
high-skilled immigrants. This 1990 act is likely why as of 
2010, 37.6 percent of Indian American adults had resided 
in the United States for ten years or less.8 The Indian im-
migrant population grew significantly in the 1990s and by 
2010 became the third largest immigrant population in 
the U.S, lagging only behind Mexican and Chinese immi-
grant populations.9 Figure 1 depicts the tenfold increase of 
the Indian immigrant population in the United States, 
from 206,000 in 1980 to 2.04 million in 2013.10 This is a 
trend for India as a whole, since as of 2015, India has the 
highest number of international immigrants in the world, 
with the United Nation’s estimate that over 16 million In-
dians were living abroad.11 

abouT ThE migranTs

As stated before, these immigrants are highly educated 
and highly skilled workers. This is due to several factors. 
Indian immigrants are more likely to be proficient in Eng-
lish than the overall foreign-born population, which means 
that they can engage in high-skilled labor jobs with relative 
ease. Recent numbers show that only 26 percent of Indian 
immigrants have limited English proficiency versus the 
overall average of 50 percent of all immigrants. In addi-
tion, 10 percent of Indian immigrants spoke only English 
at home, showing high levels of English proficiency that 
could compete even with Native English.12 Further, Indian 
immigrants are much more educated compared to for-
eign- and native-born populations. For example, 28 per-
cent of all immigrants and 30 percent of U.S. born adults 
over 25 have a bachelor’s degree or higher. Meanwhile, 76 
percent of Indian immigrants ages 25 and older have 
achieved this level of education.13 This number has grown 
since 2010, as shown in Figure 2. Also, among these col-
lege educated immigrants, more than half have either a 
graduate or professional degree.14 

A likely factor for many highly skilled Indians immigrating 
to the U.S. is the aforementioned H-1B visa. This visa 
program allows highly skilled foreign workers in 

“designated specialty occupations” to come and work in 
the U.S.15 Today Indian migrants are the number one 
recipients of temporary high skilled H-1B visas. In 2014, 
they accounted for 70 percent of the approved H-1B 
petitions.16 The Migration Policy Institute has found that 
Indian immigrants participate in the labor force at a higher 
rate than overall foreign- and native-born populations.17 
Figure 3 illustrates that Indian immigrants are more than 
twice as likely to be employed in management, business, 
science, and arts occupations; these immigrants on 

figure 2: immigrant PoPulation With a College 
eduCation (Courtesy of pew research cenTer) 

figure 3: emPloyed Workers in the Civilian labor 
forCe (ages 16 and older) by oCCuPation and origin, 
2013 (Courtesy of migraTion poLicy insTiTuTe) 
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average are paid higher than those in other service 
industries, sales, natural resources, and production.18 
More specifically, in 2013, 18 percent work in science and 
engineering fields, versus the 5 percent of the U.S. 
population and 14 percent of overall U.S. Asian 
population.19 Thus, the median annual household income 
for Indian Americans, in 2010, was $88,000, while for all 
U.S. households it was $49,800.20 The enactment of the 
H-1B visa led to an influx in high-skilled Inidian workers 
in the U.S. that earned high wages and helped advance 
their respective fields, such as science and engineering. In 
the long term, the economic value of temporary high-
skilled Indian migrants is estimated to exceed $45 billion, 
which is larger than India’s value to US cross-border 
imports of goods or services. 21

inTroduCTion To brain drain

Due to the major economic impacts “brain drain” and 
“brain circulation” have had on India and the U.S., we 
decided to evaluate the beneficial and adverse of impacts 
these phenomena have had on the countries between 
1990 and 2010. The term “brain drain” was first coined in 
by the British Royal Society in the 1950s and 1960s to 
describe the phenomenon of highly skilled science 
workers leaving the UK to pursue opportunities in the 
United States.22 In contemporary times, the term has been 
transformed to mean the flight of human capital from less 
developed to more developed countries. This flight 
exacerbated global income inequality, presenting an 
additional challenge to developing countries. According to 
a 1985 textbook in Economic Development: “The people 
who migrate legally from poorer to richer lands are the 
very ones that Third World countries can least afford to 
lose, the highly educated and skilled.”23 One example of 
the stark trajectory of this human capital flight is the career 
paths of students who go to the Indian Institute of 
Technology. With an acceptance rate of just over two 
percent, this pretigous university sends over two-thirds of 
its graduates abroad each year, with a majority of those 
graduates leaving for the U.S.24 

There is undoubtedly a flight of human capital happening 
throughout the world, especially in India. According to 
World Bank data, between 1990 and 2010, high-skilled 
migration from non-OECD countries rose 185 percent 
from 6.2 million to 17.6 million.25 Indian emigrants are 
the largest population of these high-skilled workers. 
Between 1990 and 2000, the UK was the largest origin 
country for skilled laborers, but in 2010, India surpassed 

the UK with a stock-count of over 2.1 million high-skilled 
emigrants to the OECD, increasing its emigrant count by 
370 percent since 1990.26 It is important to note here that, 
because of India’s population size, at 4.3 percent, this is 
still a relatively low percentage of the total Indian 
population, ranking relatively low on the list of countries 
losing high-skilled workers. Indian-Americans make up 
the third-largest immigrant population in the United 
States, with over 2.8 million residing in the U.S.27 Based 
on their median household income level, as well as their 
compositional education level (over 70 percent hold 
tertiary degrees), it is evident that there is a large number 
of high-skilled Indian immigrants to the United States.28

imPaCT on ThE uniTEd sTaTEs

The United States has benefitted from this human capital 
flight. AnnaLee Saxenian of UC Berkeley performed an in-
depth analysis on “brain drain” and “brain circulation” in 
2005 for Indian and Chinese communities in Silicon Val-
ley specifically. She notes that by 2000, over half of Silicon 
Valley’s scientists and engineers were foreign born, one 
quarter of those being Indian and Chinese.29 In 2008, 
Wadhwa at UPenn conducted research on 2,054 engineer-
ing and technology startups, companies founded between 
1995-2005 with over $1 million in revenues. Wadha found 
that over 25.3 percent of the key founders were immi-
grants, and 26 percent of those immigrants were Indian. 
In Silicon Valley, the number of immigrant-founded start-
ups was at 52.4 percent.30 Figure 4 shows the percent of 
immigrant founded startups by industry.

Furthermore, the majority of $1 billion technology compa-
nies are founded by immigrants, with India responsible 

figure 4: PerCentage of immigrant-founded 
ComPanies by industry31 (Courtesy of issues in 
science and TechnoLogy) 
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“[T]he majority of $1 billion technology companies are 
founded by immigrants, with India responsible

 for 14 of the 44 companies.”

for 14 of the 44 companies.32 These companies founded by 
Indian migrants not only propel the US technology indus-
try forward with new ideas but also create jobs. This pool 
of immigrant-founded companies was responsible for 
generating an estimated $52 billion in 2005 sales and cre-
ating just under 450,000 jobs as of 2005.33

In addition, Indian migrants run many of the massive cor-
porations at the heart of the United States. The chief exec-
utive of PepsiCo, Indira Nooya, is a female Indian immi-
grant. Pepsico is a part of the growing proportion of US 
companies that are being created or lead by immigrants. 
Sundar Pichai, the CEO of Google, turned Chrome into 
the world’s most popular web browser and ran the An-
droid division in just 11 years.34 Microsoft, Adobe Systems, 
and Citigroup are just a few more examples of prominent 
Indian immigrants holding leadership roles in big corpo-
rations in the United States.

Among these companies, Indian migrants are responsible 
for new technology innovations in data management, per-

formance management, power generation, internet-based 
grocery delivery, cloud-based platforms, targeted advertise-
ments, network security, and much more.35 Beyond start-
ups, Indian immigrants contribute intellectual property. 
In 1998, Indian immigrants filed 9.5% of the total U.S. 
patent applications. This number grew to 13.6% by 2006.. 
36 Figure 5 shows the total number of patents filed by im-
migrants between 1998-2006.37 

Further, Indian immigrants provide the cultural and lin-
guistic links to vital Asian markets. There is measurable 
economic evidence to back this up. For example, in Cali-
fornia, for every 1 percent increase in first-generation im-
migrants in a state, there is a 0.5 percent increase in ex-
ports, and holding everything else equal, California exports 
4 times more to the Asia Pacific than any other country.38 

This means that “brain drain” from India has clearly 
proved to be a boon to the United States, providing new 
jobs, innovation, and startups that create new technology, 
as well as provide links that facilitate increased interna-
tional trade. The effects that this flight of skilled-human 
capital has on India, on the other hand, has been subject to 
countervailing forces.

imPaCT on india 

As for India, there are counteracting impacts from this 
human capital flight. The growth of trade, investments, 
and shared ideas from Indian immigrants in the U.S., 
remittances, as well as potential high human capital 
emigrants that return all serve to benefit India.39 Yet, the 
flight of some of the country’s most high-skilled workers 
can make the country less appealing for direct foreign 
investment thus hindering the growth and development of 
“high technology clusters” and institutions, especially 
universities.40 Further, those still residing in India will feel 
the negative effect of higher taxes and lower spending on 
them. This fiscal burden is harmful on a macroeconomic 
level because of a lost addition to India’s potential GDP 
from innovation and hard work at home,41 as well as a 
documented loss in tax revenue for the government at .5 
percent of GDP.42

figure 5: foreign-national Contribution to the 
u.s. global Patent aPPliCations (Courtesy of issues 
in science and TechnoLogy)
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A study on the fiscal impact of high-skilled emigration 
from India to the U.S. by Desai et al. visualizes the impact 
on the Indians that did not leave, referred to “those left 
behind” (TLBs). Figure 6 demonstrates that when the 
number of skilled workers decreases from S0 to S1 due to 
emigration, and national income is lowered because of the 
net fiscal loss (shaded green) and lost basic surplus (shaded 
grey). The total loss depends on the current tax rate, t, the 
skilled wage, w, the benefit level, b, and the number of 
emigrants, E.43 Although this simple model cannot explain 
the entire impact that emigration has on India, it is clear 
that based on this model and the assumptions of Desai, 
there is a loss to the national income when high-skilled 
immigrants leave the country.

This loss could be compensated with investments or re-
mittances from the emigrating stock, which is not ac-
counted for in the above model. Yet, due to the modest 
Foreign Direct Investment from Non-Resident Indians 
(NRIs), investment has resulted in little to no fiscal gain 
for India.44 On the other hand NRI remittances have a 

powerful impact on stimulating consumption, thus lead-
ing to a positive fiscal impact on the Indian government 
through indirect tax receipts. There was an estimated indi-
rect tax yield due to remittances reaching 0.07 percent of 
gross national income in 200545 that can offset the net fis-
cal loss seen in Figure 7, but not by much. So although 
there is room for some counteracting factors, there is an 
overall initial loss felt by India due to the emigration of 
high skilled workers to the United States.46 Possibly, the 
only way to reconcile this in their economy is if these In-
dian immigrants were to return. Borjas found in a 1996 
empirical study that return migration is positively related 
to the income per capita in their home country and nega-
tively related to the distance from the U.S. Since we see a 
flight of human capital in the first place, high skilled mi-
grants most likely have higher returns in the U.S. Further, 
India and U.S. are not geographically close to one another, 
so Borjas’ study may hold that there is a reluctance on the 
part of Indian immigrants to return home. Although there 
has been very little effort on the part of the U.S. or India to 
track returnees, there is evidence that Indians may not in 
fact return back home. 47

“[T]he flight of some of the country’s highest skilled 
workers can make the country less appealing for direct 

foreign investment, thus hindering the growth and 
development of ‘high technology clusters’...”

figure 6: the fisCal imPaCt of emigration on “tlbs” 
(Courtesy of desai eT aL)

figure 7: PerCentage of friends or Colleagues have 
returned to their Country of birth to Work or 
start a ComPany (Courtesy of Borjas eT aL)

36

ElEmEnts  : : spring 2017



brain CirCulaTion 

It is important to highlight that “brain drain” may be a bit 
of a misnomer for this migration flow. In academia, a new 
term, known as “brain circulation” has been coined. This 
term is used to describe “training and career paths in 
which students or workers go abroad to specialize and 
then return to their country of origin, drawing on the 
experience they have amassed to secure more advantageous 
employment conditions.”48 In this scenario, India is not 
being “drained” of its highly-skilled workers, rather, its 
workers are acquiring human capital abroad. Talented 
workers will go abroad and bring back new skills, networks, 
knowledge, and contacts which creates industries and 
businesses where otherwise there might have been none. 

Studies have shown that immigrants who leave their 
source country continue to exchange valuable information 
to their countries back home, some of whom even end up 
returning home after a number of years. AnnaLee Saxe-
nian of UC Berkeley conducted a survey of Chinese- and 
Indian-born immigrants in Silicon Valley in 2002. She 
found that over 96 percent of the Indians she polled knew 
of friends or colleagues who had returned to their country 
of birth to work or start a company (see).49 She also found 
that over 70 percent of individuals exchanged information 
with friends, classmates, or business associates in their 
country of birth regarding jobs or business opportunities 
in the U.S., jobs or business opportunities in their home 
country, and technology.50 There is also evidence that those 
who work abroad have better success in India. A 2008 sur-
vey by Commander et. al. found that 30-40 percent of 
higher-level employees in India’s software industry have 
relevant work experience in a developed country.51 

Furthermore, the “loss” of these high skilled workers and 
their potential impact on the Indian economy may be over-
stated. These individuals can add more economic value in 
a place like the U.S. with well developed infrastructure and 
laws that encourage innovation. Later on, Indian immi-
grants can use their social networks across borders created 
in the U.S. in order to “circumvent the barriers arising 
from imperfect domestic institutions in developing coun-
tries.”52 This reveals the important fact that even when In-
dian immigrants do not return to their home country, they 
become important intermediaries, facilitating scientific 
and technical cooperation between India and the U.S. One 
such example of this phenomenon is in the software in-
dustry. There are social connections between Indian CEOs 

and professionals in Silicon Valley and the low-cost soft-
ware expertise in India.53 Despite the positive evidence of 
brain circulation and the increased globalization of the 
economy, a 2001 East West Center working paper by An-
naLee Saxian has found that Indian emigrants are often 
reluctant to return home permanently, and that India is 
lacking the “critical mass” of returnees that would help im-
prove Indian technological infrastructure to match inter-
national standards. 54

PoliCy

With the results of the 2016 Presidential Election, U.S. 
policy regarding immigration for high-skilled laborers and 
H-1B visas is expected to shift significantly. President 
Trump spoke about the H-1B program several times dur-
ing his campaign with somewhat conflicting statements.It 
is therefore unclear how he will reform the current H-1B 
program and high-skilled immigrants to the U.S. in the 
future. President Obama implemented a program that will 
expand the H-1B outsourcing program, which was to go 
into effect just a few days before Trump is inaugurated.55 
Trump having promised to end the H-1B visas as a cheap 
labor program during his campaign will likely attempt to 
abolish or at least revise it. 

During President Obama’s two terms, his administration 
expanded the H-1B program considerably. Silicon Valley, 
in particular, has lobbied to increase the number of H-1B 
visas they are allowed to us apply for to bring high-skilled 
workers in from other countries, as well as to sponsor the 
spouses of these workers to work in the U.S.56 While 
Obama’s policies were quite friendly to the H-1B program, 
President Trump’s agenda will be less so, since a central 
point of his campaign was to put American workers first. 

Proponents of the H-1B argue that the program is used to 
recruit and hire the best and brightest from around the 
world, fill gaps in the U.S. workforce, and retain talented 
foreign students who received education in the United 
States. H-1B data and the SCE case do not explicitly prove 
these arguments to be valid, however, projected data shows 
that raising the cap of H-1B visas issued to 195,000 would 
increase revenues by a total of nearly $69 billion over eight 
years.57 Opponents of the H-1B visas argue that these mi-
grants are taking the jobs of native, unemployed laborers. 
However, empirical data shows a demand for more skilled 
workers in the labor market, specifically in the computer 
and mathematical fields. Without enough skilled workers 
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at home, many American companies must either expand 
outside the U.S. or not expand at all. An immigration poli-
cy focused on increasing economic growth should seek 
ways to admit more immigrants with the advanced educa-
tion levels desired by domestic employers. This influx of 
highly skilled and educated workers has proven to increase 
U.S. jobs while stimulating the economy and adding astro-
nomical value to the companies to which they are em-
ployed. In the early days of Trump’s presidency, he will 
have to weigh the advantages and disadvantages that the 
H-1B poses to the United States. - Trump has previously 
spoken out several times regarding H-1Bs, but he has giv-
en somewhat contradictory statements regarding on what 
he plans to do to the program.

Trump’s initial view on foreign high-skilled employment 
early in his campaign was that they are holding down 
American salaries and hurting employment rates. Trump 
proposed bringing the H-1B program to an end, citing that 
it took away many coveted IT jobs from American workers. 
Trump called for these companies to search for American 
workers to fill their positions before looking overseas. On 
October 28, 2015, Trump was asked about these H-1B visas 
during the Republican debate. His answer was essentially 
that if these visas are needed in order to fill positions at 

these companies, and if the immigration is done legally, 
that he sees no problem with them.58 In a March 2016 de-
bate, Trump further expressed general support for H-1B 
visas, explaining that America needs highly-skilled immi-
grants, and that too many foreign-born people are attend-
ing our best colleges and then bringing their talent back to 
their home country. In regard to this, Trump said, “we ab-
solutely have to keep the brain power in this country,” 
which implies he is in favor of these visas and perhaps 
even increasing the number of them.59 

However, almost directly after this debate, Trump released 
a statement essentially denouncing the H-1B program, 
which likely means that he either misunderstood the ques-
tion that was asked, or that he was attempting to express 
conflicting views. Trump’s statement was that he is not in 
favor the H-1B program because it is not high-skilled im-
migration, but temporary foreign workers imported in or-
der to substitute for American workers who must be paid 
more. Trump said that he would forever abolish the H-1B 
program as a cheap labor program, and institute a require-
ment to hire American workers first over visa and immi-
gration programs. However, this is somewhat confusing, 
considering that many workers who are given opportunity 
by the H-1B visa are high-skilled workers – 55% of H-1B 
recipients have a bachelor’s degree or higher, and their 
median salary in 2014 was $75,000.60 

Overall, Trump has shown that his views on the H-1B 
program have changed over time and have somewhat 
contradicted each other at certain points. Companies 
around the United States, particularly in Silicon Valley, are 
wary of what the Trump presidency will mean for the 
future of their employment of foreign-born workers. While 
it is somewhat challenging to speculate what will happen, 
it is likely that President Trump will not be as friendly to 
the H-1B visa program as President Obama was, which 
could cause difficulty for Silicon Valley companies as well 
as those which rely on foreign-born workers. Trump’s plan 
for H-1B visas, if he follows through with some of what he 
has said regarding the program, will likely negatively affect 
the India to U.S. migration flow, as high-skilled Indians 
tend to benefit the most from this program.

“Overall, Trump has shown that his views on the H-1B 
program have changed over time and have somewhat 

contradicted each other at certain points.”

figure 8: PerCentage of times information is 
exChanged With friends, Classmates, or business 
assoCiates in your Country of birth (Courtesy of 
puBLic poLicy insTiTuTe oF caLiFornia) 

38

ElEmEnts  : : spring 2017



EndnoTEs

1. Vivek Wadhwa, AnnaLee Saxenian, Ben A. Rissing, and G. 
Gereffi, “Skilled Immigration and Economic Growth,” Applied 
Research in Economic Development 5, no. 1 (2008): 6-14, https://
ssrn.com/abstract=1141190
2. Jie Zong and Jeanne Batalova, “Indian Immigrants in the 
United States,” Migration Information Source, last modified 
May 6, 2015, http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/indian-
immigrants-united-states
3. “The Immigration Act of 1924 (The Johnson-Reed Act),” Office 
of the Historian, accessed March 26, 2017, https://history.state.
gov/milestones/1921-1936/immigration-act
4. Zong and Batalova, “Indian Immigrants.”
5. “U.S. Immigration Since 1965,” History, accessed March 26, 
2017, http://www.history.com/topics/us-immigration-since-1965
6. Ibid.
7. Zong and Batalova, “Indian Immigrants.”
8. Drew Desilver, “5 Facts About Indian Americans,” Pew 
Research Center, Last modified September 30, 2014, http://www.
pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/09/30/5-facts-about-indian-
americans/
9. “Chapter 5: U.S. Foreign-Born Population Trends,” Pew 
Research Trends, Last modified September 28, 2015, http://
www.pewhispanic.org/2015/09/28/chapter-5-u-s-foreign-born-
population-trends/
10. Ibid.
11. “Population Facts,” United Nations Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs, Last modified December 2015, http://
www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/
publications/populationfacts/docs/MigrationPopFacts20154.pdf
12. Zong and Batalova, “Indian Immigrants.”
13. Ibid.
14. Ibid.
15. Desilver, “Facts About Indian Americans.”
16. Zong and Batalova, “Indian Immigrants.”
17. Ibid.
18. Ibid.
19. http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/09/30/5-facts-
about-indian-americans/ http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/
indian-immigrants-united-states
20. Ibid.
21. Jacob Funk Kirkegaard, “The Economic Scope and Future 
of US-India Labor Migration Issues,” Peterson Institute for 
International Economics, (2015), https://piie.com/sites/default/
files/publications/wp/wp15-1.pdf
22. Mario Cervantes and Dominique Guellec, “The Brain Drain: 
Old Myths, New Realities,” Observer, no. 230, (2002), http://
oecdobserver.org/news/archivestory.php/aid/673/The_brain_
drain:_Old_myths,_new_realities.html
23. Todaro, Michael (1985): Economic Development in the 
Developing World.
24. Rebecca Leung, “Imported From India,” CBS, Last modified 
June 19, 2003, http://www.cbsnews.com/news/imported-from-
india/
25. Sari Pekkala Kerr, William Kerr, Çalar Özden and Christopher 

Parsons, “ Global Talent Flows,” The National Bureau of Economic 
Research, Last modified October 2016, http://papers.nber.org/
tmp/10704-w22715.pdf
26. Ibid.
27. http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/
productview.xhtml?pid=DEC_10_DP_DPDP1&prodType=table
28. Desilver, “Facts About Indian Americans.”
29.  http://people.ischool.berkeley.edu/~anno/Papers/scid-2005.
pdf, pg 34.
30. Wadhwa, Vivek and Saxenian, AnnaLee and Rissing, Ben A. 
and Gereffi, G., Skilled Immigration and Economic Growth (2008). 
Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1141190https://
ssrn.com/abstract=1141190
31. Wadhwa, Vivek. “A Reverse Brain Drain” (2009). Available 
at SSRN: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_
id=1358382
32. Brueck, Hilary. “Immigrants are driving billion 
dollar startups, a study finds” (2016). http://new.fortune.
com/2016/03/18/billion-dollar-startup-founders-immigrants-
study-nfap/http://new.fortune.com/2016/03/18/billion-dollar-
startup-founders-immigrants-study-nfap/
33. “Skilled, Educated Immigrants Contribute Significantly 
to U.S. Economy” (2007). https://today.duke.edu/2007/01/
engineerstudy.html
34. http://money.cnn.com/2015/08/17/investing/india-ceos-
google-pichai/
35. .Anderson, Stuart. “Immigrants and Billion Dollar Startups”. 
National Foundation for American Policy (2016). http://nfap.com/
wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Immigrants-and-Billion-Dollar-
Startups.NFAP-Policy-Brief.March-2016.pdf
36. Wadhwa, Vivek. Intellectual Property, the Immigration 
Backlog, and a Reverse Brain-Drain: America’s New Immigrant 
Entrepreneurs, Part III. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.
cfm?abstract_id=1008366.
37. Wadhwa, Vivek. A reverse Brain Drain. https://papers.ssrn.
com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1358382.
38. Saxenian, AnnaLee (2002): How high skilled immigrants make 
everyone better off. http://www.luys.am/attachments/articles/
Brain-Circulation_BROOKINGS-REVIEW_2002_en.pdf
39. Desai, M., D. Kapur, J. McHale and K. Rogers (2009): The 
fiscal impact of high-skilled emigration: flows of Indians to the U.S., 
Journal of Development Economics, 88, 33..
40. Ibid.
41. https://casi.sas.upenn.edu/sites/casi.sas.upenn.edu/files/
bio/uploads/Fiscal%20Impact.pdf
42. Desai, M., D. Kapur, J. McHale and K. Rogers (2009): The 
fiscal impact of high-skilled emigration: flows of Indians to the U.S., 
Journal of Development Economics, 88,: 32-44.
43. Ibid. 37.
44. Desai, M., D. Kapur, J. McHale and K. Rogers (2009): The 
fiscal impact of high-skilled emigration: flows of Indians to the U.S., 
Journal of Development Economics, 88, pg 43.
45. Ibid. 43.
46. Borjas, George, Bratsberg, Bernt, 1996. Who leaves? The 
outmigration of the foreign-born. The Review of Economics and 
Statistics 78 (1), 165–176

39

brain circulation



47. Saxenian, AnnaLee (2001): Transnational Communities and the 
Evolution of Global Production Networks. East Meets West Center. 
https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/101155/2001_12_Transnational_
Communities.pdf.
48. Italian Leaders Abroad Community (2012): Brain Drain, 
Brain Exchange, and Brain Circulation. http://www.lse.ac.uk/
businessAndConsultancy/LSEEnterprise/pdf/Brain-Drain-
(English).pdf
49. Saxenian, AnnaLee (2002): Local and Global Networks of 
Immigrant Professionals in Silicon Valley. Public Policy Institute of 
California.
50. Ibid.
51. Commander, S., R. Chanda, M. Kangasmieni and A. L. 
Winters (2008): The Consequences of Globalisation: India’s 
Software Industry and Cross-Border Labour Mobility, World 
Economy, 31, 2: 187-211.
52. Nanda, Ramana, and Tarun Khanna. “Diasporas and 
Domestic Entrepreneurs: Evidence from the Indian Software 
Industry.” Journal of Economics & Management Strategy 19, no. 4 
(Winter 2010): 991–1012.
53. Saxenian, AnnaLee (2002): How high skilled immigrants make 
everyone better off. http://www.luys.am/attachments/articles/
Brain-Circulation_BROOKINGS-REVIEW_2002_en.pdf
54. Saxenian, AnnaLee (2001): Transnational Communities 
and the Evolution of Global Production Networks. East Meets 
West Center. https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/101155/2001_12_
Transnational_Communities.pdf.
55. http://www.breitbart.com/big-government/2016/11/28/
obama-expands-h1b-program/
56.  http://ijr.com/2015/02/258354-obama-administration-gives-
immigrants-new-name/
57.  adi2010.pbworks.com/f/H-1B+Cap+Aff+-+Frappier+Russell.
docx
58. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/
wp/2016/03/21/donald-trump-flip-flops-then-flips-and-flops-
more-on-h-1b-visas/?utm_term=.6627ccd6f860
59. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/
wp/2016/03/21/donald-trump-flip-flops-then-flips-and-flops-
more-on-h-1b-visas/?utm_term=.6627ccd6f860
60. Ibid.

rEfErEnCEs
Anderson, Stuart. “Immigrants and Billion Dollar Start-
ups.” National Foundation for American Policy Policy Brief, 
March, 2016

Borjas, George, Bratsberg, Bernt. “Who leaves? The Out-
migration of the Foreign-born.” The Review of Economics 
and Statistics 78(1) (1996): 165–176

Brueck, Hilary. “Immigrants Are Driving Billion-Dollar 
Startups, Study Finds.” Fortune, March 18, 2016

Cervantes, Mario, and Guellac, Dominique. “The Brain 
Drain: Old Myths, New Realities” Observer (230): January 
2002

Commander, S., R. Chanda, M. Kangasmieni and A. L. 
Winters. “The Consequences of Globalisation: India’s 
Software Industry.” Journal of Economics and Management 
Strategy 19, no. 4 (2002): 187-211

Desai, M., Kapur D., McHale, J, and Rodgers K. “The Fis-
cal Impact of High-Skilled Emigration: Flows of Indians to 
the U.S.” Journal of Development Economics 88(1) 2009: 32-
44

Desilver, Drew. “5 Facts about Indian Americans.” Pew Re-
search Center, September 30, 2014. http://www.pewre-
search.org/fact-tank/2014/09/30/5-facts-about-indian-
americans/

Duke Today Staff. “Skilled, Educated Immigrants Contrib-
ute Significantly to U.S. Economy.” Duke Today, January 3, 
2007

History.com. “U.S. Immigration Since 1965.” 2010. http://
www.history.com/topics/us-immigration-since-1965

Immigration Policy Institute. “Indian Immigrants in the 
United States.” May 16, 2015 http://www.migrationpolicy.
org/article/indian-immigrants-united-states

Kerr, Sari Pekkala, et al. 2016. “Global Talent Flows.” 
Working Paper No. 22715, The National Bureau of Economic 
Research: October 2016 

Kirkegaard, Jacob Funk. “The Economic Scope and Future 
of US-India Labor Migration Issues.” Working Paper Series, 
Peterson Institute for Institute Economics (15-1): 2015

Lee, Michelle Ye Hee. “Donald Trump Flip-Flops, then 
Flips and Flops More on H1-B Visas.” Washington Post 
March 21, 2016. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/
fact-checker/wp/2016/03/21/donald-trump-flip-flops-
then- f l ips -and- f lops -more-on-h-1b -v isas/?utm_
term=.869ffdfa8737

Leung, Rebecca. “Imported from India.” CBS News. June 
19, 2003. http://www.cbsnews.com/news/imported-from-
india/

40

ElEmEnts  : : spring 2017



Milio, Simona et al. “Brain Drain, Brain Exchange and 
Brain Circulation. The Case of Italy Viewed from a Global 
Perspective.” National Interest. March 2012 http://www.
lse.ac.uk/businessAndConsultancy/LSEEnterprise/pdf/
Brain-Drain-(English).pdf

Munro, Neil. “Obama Challenges Donald Trump by Ex-
panding H-1B Outsourcing Program” Breitbart, Novem-
ber 28, 2016. http://www.breitbart.com/big-govern-
ment/2016/11/28/obama-expands-h1b-program/

Nanda, Ramana, and Tarun Khanna. “Diasporas and Do-
mestic Entrepreneurs: Evidence from the Indian Software 
Industry.” Journal of Economics & Management Strategy 19, 
no. 4 (Winter 2010): 991–1012.

Office of the Historian, US Department of State. “The Im-
migration Act of 1924.” https://history.state.gov/mile-
stones/1921-1936/immigration-act

Pew Research Center. “U.S. Foreign-Born Population 
Trends.” September 28, 2015. http://www.pewhispanic.
org/2015/09/28/chapter-5-u-s-foreign-born-population-
trends/

Saxeniam, AnnaLee. “Brain Circulation: How High Skill 
Immigration Makes Everyone Better Off.” The Brookings 
Review 20(1), (2002): 28-31

Saxeniam, AnnaLee. “From Brain Drain to Brain Circula-
tion: Transnational Communities and Regional Upgrad-
ing in India and China”. Studies in Comparative Interna-
tional Development 40(2) (2005): 35-61

Saxenian, AnnaLee. “Local and Global Networks of Im-
migrant Professionals in Silicon Valley.” Public Policy In-
stitute of California. (2002)

Saxenian, AnnaLee. “Transnational Communities and the 
Evolution of Global Production Networks: The Cases of 
Taiwan, China, and India.” Economics Study Area Working 
Papers 37 (2001)

Shah Singh, Harmeet. “India-Born CEOs are Taking the 
U.S. by Storm.” CNN, August 17, 2015

Taft, Victoria. “Obama Administration Declares ‘Immi-
grants’ and ‘Aliens’ Will Now be Called Something Else 
Entirely.” Independent Journal Review. 2015 http://ijr.

com/2015/02/258354-obama-administration-gives-immi-
grants-new-name/

Todaro, Michael. Economic Development in the Developing 
World. London: Longman, 1989

United Nations. “Trends in International Migration.” Pop-
ulation Facts (4): 2015

United States Census Bureau. “Profile of General Popula-
tion and Housing Characteristics: 2010.” http://factfinder.
census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.
xhtml?pid=DEC_10_DP_DPDP1&prodType=table

Wadhwa, Vivek and Saxeniam, AnnaLee and Rissing, Ben 
A. and Gereffi, G. “Skilled Immigration and Economic 
Growth.” Applied Research in Economic Development 5, No. 1 
(2008): 6-14

Wadhwa, Vivek, et al. “Intellectual Property, the Immigra-
tion Backlog, and a Reverse Brain-Drain: America’s New 
Immigrant Entrepreneurs, Part III.” August 22, 2007 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers2.cfm?abstract_
id=1008366

Wadhwa, Vivek. “A Reverse Brain Drain.” Issues in Science 
and Technology 25(3) (2009): 45-52

41

brain circulation





On September 7, 1968, the miSS AmericA pAgeAnt tOOk plAce in AtlAntic city, new JerSey, 

where it fAced twO diStinct cO-Occurring prOteStS. One wAS A SecOnd-wAve feminiSt 

demOnStrAtiOn thAt criticized the pAgeAnt fOr itS SexiSm And prOmOtiOn Of OppreS-

Sive beAuty StAndArdS. the Other wAS miSS blAck AmericA, An All-blAck rivAl pAgeAnt 

whOSe OrgAnizerS cOndemned the inherent rAciSm Of the miSS AmericA inStitutiOn 

And puShed the lArger pAgeAnt tO integrAte. AlthOugh the miSS AmericA pAgeAnt wAS 

their cOmmOn tArget, the twO prOteStS—wOmen’S liberAtiOniSt And blAck nAtiOnAl-

iSt—Occurred SepArAtely And hAd different gOAlS. under theSe circumStAnceS, newS-

pAper cOverAge preSented the wOmen pArticipAting in the prOteSt AS AntAgOniStic tO 

eAch Other’S cAuSeS. in light Of further reSeArch, hOwever, thiS perceptiOn prOveS 

fAlSe. cOnSidering infOrmAtiOn Omitted frOm cOverAge Of the prOteStS And Armed 

with An underStAnding Of the erA’S JOurnAliStic cOnventiOnS, it AppeArS the femAle 

prOteStOrS in bOth demOnStrAtiOnS indeed SuppOrted eAch Other’S gOAlS, which in 

turn SuggeStS thAt rAdicAl feminiSm And blAck nAtiOnAliSm Of the lAte 1960S were 

mutuAlly SuppOrtive mOvementS.

A PAgeAnt Politicized
The Rise of Intersectional Activism in 1968

hAley cOrmier



“Women’s liberation.” “The women’s movement.” “Sec-
ond-wave,” “radical” feminism. By any of these names, it 
was clear that a particular something came into being—or, 
more accurately, announced its being to the nation—on 
the boardwalk of Atlantic City, New Jersey on September 7, 
1968. This date marked the annual occurrence of the na-
tionally-televised Miss America Pageant, which took place, 
in accordance with tradition, at Atlantic City’s Convention 
Hall. Little else, however, was traditional about the pag-
eant’s circumstances that year: directly outside the venue, 
approximately one hundred women’s liberationists staged 
a groundbreaking, provocative protest of the Miss America 
Pageant, primarily condemning its sexist objectification of 
women and its perpetuation of anti-feminist ideals. 

The daylong demonstration was the foundational act of the 
Women’s Liberation Movement, and the protestors in-
volved were among the first to politicize and publicly chal-
lenge the beloved Miss America institution. The very con-
cept of the protest was particularly audacious considering 
how benign the pageant seemed to most Americans—it 
was, after all, the only program that Richard Nixon allowed 
his daughters to stay up late to watch. Because the Ameri-
can public generally saw the pageant as harmless all-
American entertainment, the protestors’ intense criticism 
presented a rather shocking departure from the norm. It 
was this shock factor—combined with the purposely theat-
rical nature of the protest—that attracted the attention of 
the mass media, whose print coverage launched the Wom-
en’s Liberation Movement into the public consciousness 
and affirmed its place amongst the various other move-
ments of the late 1960s.  

Members of the New York Radical Women (NYRW), a 
second-wave feminist group established in 1967, arranged 
the seminal women’s liberation protest. One of the key 
organizers was Robin Morgan, a cofounder of the NYRW 
and author of the informational pamphlet “No More Miss 
America!” The brazenly-worded pamphlet contained an 
outline of the protestors’ objections to the Miss America 
Pageant, as well as an invitation for women “of every 
political persuasion” to join in a variety of “boardwalk-
theater” activities in protest of the oppressive and 
unrepresentative image of Miss America, the nation’s 
supposed “ideal.” Morgan, who helped to distribute copies 
of the pamphlet to spectators on the boardwalk on the day 
of the event, presented the specific grievances of the 
women’s liberationists in the form of a ten-point list. 
Targets for protest included: “The Degrading Mindless-
Boob-Girlie Symbol” (the evaluation of contestants based 

on their physical characteristics, which ultimately reduced 
women to farm animals), “The Unbeatable Madonna-
Whore Combination” (the paradoxical necessity for 
women to be both sexy and innocent in order to win social 
approval), and “The Irrelevant Crown of the Throne of 
Mediocrity” (that only “unoffensive, bland ... [and] 
apolitical” contestants could win the contest because they 
behaved how society believed women were “supposed to”). 
The protestors—who would only speak to female 
reporters—also wielded signs reading “Miss America Is a 
Big Falsie” and “Up Against the Wall, Miss America,” 
crowned a live sheep winner of the pageant and paraded it 
around the boardwalk, and chained themselves to a Miss 
America dummy to portray what Morgan called women’s 
enslavement to “ludicrous ‘beauty’ standards.” 

Although all of these activities were intentionally dramatic, 
the event that by far generated the most publicity was the 
assembly of a “Freedom Trash Can” into which bras, 
girdles, lipstick, false eyelashes, high-heeled shoes, copies 
of Playboy and other symbols of oppressive beauty 
standards were thrown. The protestors intended to draw a 
comparison to the burning of draft cards by setting the 
items on fire—just as draft cards represented a restriction 
of freedom, the various items in the Freedom Trash Can 
represented a restrictive standard of femininity. Local 
ordinances ultimately prevented this symbolic burning, 
but the media, having caught wind of the rumors, leapt at 
the opportunity for a scandalous story. Most reports on the 
protest thus falsely claimed that “several of the women 
publicly burned their brassieres,” thereby creating the 

atlantiC City at night (Courtesy of wikimedia 
commons)
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enduring stereotype of radical feminists as “misled” and 
unreasonably bitter bra-burners. The final event of the day 
occurred inside Convention Hall during the outgoing Miss 
America’s nationally-televised farewell speech, when 
several protestors began shouting as they unrolled a large 
banner reading “Women’s Liberation.” Although police 
quickly arrested two of the women and forcibly removed 
the rest, the day’s final act of protest helped to facilitate the 
overnight transformation of the fledgling radical feminist 
movement from essentially unknown to widely recognized. 

As evidenced by its exclusion from most 1960s historical 
literature I have come across and the limited amount of 
scholarship I was able to find on the subject, few people 
today are aware that merely a few blocks from the women’s 
liberation demonstration, a second protest of the Miss 
America Pageant occurred on the evening of September 7, 
1968. This protest was the Miss Black America Pageant, 
an all-black answer to the blatantly racist Miss America 
Pageant, which had yet to produce a black finalist since its 
founding in 1921 (and had even introduced an official rule 
in the 1930s stating that “contestants must be of good 
health and of the white race.”) 

Due to the rapid organization of Miss Black America, the 
architects of the protest recruited only a dozen participants 
to compete in the talent, swimsuit, and evening-gown 
events held at the Ritz Carlton Hotel. The number of 
contestants was in any case secondary to the pageant’s 
goals, which were to force the Miss America Pageant to 
integrate (ironically through separatist tactics) and praise 
black beauty and culture in their own right, instead of 
insisting upon their equality with Anglo-centric ideals. To 
emphasize this second point, the organizers of the event 
selected contestants with various skin tones and hair 
textures in order to demonstrate the diverse beauty of 
black American women. Nineteen-year-old Philadelphian 
Saundra Williams, who, according to The New York Times 
coverage, “[wore] her hair natural” and performed an 
African dance for the talent section of the competition, was 

crowned the contest’s winner. Like the women’s 
liberationists further down the boardwalk, the organizers 
of Miss Black America understood that press coverage 
would transmit their message to a wider audience, and 
thus had intentionally concocted a “newsworthy” event. 
The intriguing combination of pageant and protest proved 
more than enough to attract the media, and in consequence 
what Americans read in the morning paper was almost 
unbelievable: the seemingly invulnerable, nationally-
cherished Miss America Pageant had been challenged by 
not one, but two distinct protests.

Before moving on, it is important to determine the greater 
social and political movements behind these concurrent 
1968 demonstrations. While women’s liberation was 
clearly the larger movement behind the radical feminist 
protest, less clarity surrounded the coordination of Miss 
Black America. According to press coverage from 1968, as 
well as several contemporary sources drawing from that 
coverage, the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) was responsible for the organi-
zation of the protest. Such reports suggested to readers 
that Miss Black America belonged under the umbrella of 
the Civil Rights Movement. 

On the contrary, recent scholarship by historian and femi-
nist scholar Georgia Paige Welch has demonstrated that 
this was not the case. Welch consulted NAACP records in 
the Library of Congress, and discovered correspondence 
between local NAACP members and the executive director 
of the NAACP regarding the Miss America Pageant. The 
records revealed that top NAACP officials considered the 
pageant to be a trivial and local issue, and therefore did not 
help to organize or even sanction the Miss Black America 
protest. It was instead devised by Phillip Savage and J. 
Morris Anderson, who were affiliated with the NAACP but 
based in Philadelphia, a hotbed of black nationalism as op-
posed to liberal activism. Welch determined that it was not 
the famous civil rights group but the radically-inclined in-
dependent activists who were the driving force behind 

“[T]he movement behind Miss Black America was 
black nationalism, which was more radical 
in nature than the Civil Rights Movement
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Miss Black America. Furthermore, the participants in the 
rival pageant were exclusively black and competed in a 
pointedly separate contest in opposition to the Miss Amer-
ica Pageant. In combination with Welch’s research, these 
organizational details indicate that the movement behind 
Miss Black America was black nationalism, which was 
more radical in nature than the Civil Rights Movement 
and often utilized separatist strategies. 

The women’s liberation protest and Miss Black America 
thus individually garnered attention for their critiques of 
the official Miss America Pageant, but did the women in-
volved in these contemporaneous protests (and, by exten-
sion, other followers of their respective movements) sup-
port each other’s goals? Or does the very fact that the two 
1968 demonstrations, despite their simultaneous occur-
rence, shared location, and common target, occurred sepa-
rately with no shared participants indicate a lack of mutual 
support, as was typical amongst so many of the decade’s 
factionalized, polarized, and fragmented social move-
ments? Although most print coverage from the time of the 
protests seems to suggest blatant antagonism between the 
two groups of participants, it becomes clear upon closer 
analysis that omission and journalistic framing conven-
tions are responsible for this erroneous conclusion. Con-
sidering these factors, the women’s liberation and Miss 
Black America protests—along with their respective par-
ent movements, women’s liberation and black national-
ism—emerge as far more intersectional than press cover-
age indicated in 1968.

When reading various newspapers’ coverage of the Miss 
Black America and women’s liberation protests, it imme-
diately seems evident that each group of participants was 
unsympathetic or, at best, ambivalent toward the other’s 
cause. For example, New York Times reporter Judy Klemes-
rud wrote that Miss Black America winner Saundra Wil-
liams “looked bored” when questioned about the women’s 
liberation protestors, and included a dismissive quote: 
“They’re expressing freedom, I guess. To each his own.” 
Charlotte Curtis, also from The New York Times, quoted 
women’s liberation organizer Robin Morgan as denounc-
ing “all beauty contests” including the black nationalist 
demonstration while hastily countering any racist over-
tones: “We deplore Miss Black America as much as Miss 
White America but we understand the black issue in-
volved.” Curtis also noted that “at least of the few [women’s 
liberationist] pickets were Negroes” who were “aware of 
the Miss Black America contest, but . . . were not sure what 
they ought to do about it.” She went on to quote “Negro 

Bronx housewife” Bonnie Allen, who came across as con-
fused and conflicted, “I’m for beauty contests. But then 
again maybe I’m against them. I think black people have a 
right to protest.” 

The women quoted in these articles appear to have either 
disassociated themselves from, failed to comprehend, or 
directly condemned whichever protest they were not in-
volved with, which seems to confirm a lack of support be-
tween participants in the two demonstrations—and, by 
extension, between the women’s liberation and black na-
tionalist movements. Print media framing, however, can 
account for what initially appears to be conspicuous evi-
dence against mutual support, as well as for other features 
that appear in the coverage of these two protests that seem 
to render their intersectionality impossible. As Welch has 
cautioned, “We must take the quotes from Morgan, Wil-
liams, and Allen—as compelling as they are—not as self-
evident utterances that reveal the meaning of the protests 
and their relationship to each other, but as props” used to 
support late-1960s journalistic conventions. 

Perhaps the most standard of these reporting practices was 
to seek out and focus on conflict, which journalists easily 
achieved by framing two events in oppositional or antago-
nistic terms. The majority of articles covering the Miss 
Black America and the women’s liberation protests ad-
hered to this strategy in various ways. One was the ma-
nipulation of layout, which allowed for certain events to be 
distinguished as separate or conflicting even before read-
ers consumed the content of the articles. The New York 
Times, for example, ran a separate piece on each protest 
and a third on the Miss America Pageant itself; as a result, 

aCtivist robin morgan being arrested at one of 
her Protests (Courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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each group of protestors was forced to comment on the 
other (and on the official pageant) from physically separate 
stories dedicated to distinct reasons for protest. Life maga-
zine took a similar approach by including a separate pho-
tograph and caption for each of the three events, thereby 
reporting the proceedings of September 7, 1968 through 
what Welch has called “the paradigm of a three-way com-
petition.” Coverage in The Washington Post followed suit, 
printed beneath a photograph of Saundra Williams was an 
article on Miss Black America, which appeared directly 
alongside a story on the official Miss America Pageant and 
a portrait of Judith Anne Ford, the blonde and smiling 
winner. A considerably shorter third article on the wom-
en’s liberation protest occupied the space beneath these 
two pieces, thereby creating a triangulation of three seem-
ingly-independent events. As evidenced by these exam-
ples, various publications used layout to frame the Miss 
Black America and women’s liberation protests as ideo-
logically unrelated and thus oppositional by summarizing 
them in separate articles that in some cases physically op-
posed each other on the page.

Another late-1960s journalistic convention was the fram-
ing of race in opposition to sex. According to Bonnie J. 
Dow, Professor of Communication Studies at Vanderbilt, 
the press used “claims of racism”, which were well-estab-
lished by the end of the decade due to years of activism, to 
“discredit claims of sexism,” which represented a newly-
politicized (and thus narrowly recognized) set of com-
plaints. In short, radical feminists “were fighting for pre-
cisely the kind of recognition of their grievances that civil 
rights [and black nationalist] activists had already 
achieved.” Both print media outlets and society at large 
thus failed to “[understand the] interrelationships” be-
tween race and sex, viewing them instead as separate is-
sues of unequal gravity. Art Buchwald expressed this atti-
tude in his column of The Washington Post, declaring that 
“[i]f the women in Atlantic City wanted to picket the Miss 
America beauty pageant because it is lily-white, that is one 
thing . . . [b]ut when they start asking young American 
women to burn their brassieres ... dissent in this country 
has gone too far.” Although his column was satirical, Bu-
chwald ridiculed the belief that race was a more important 
issue than sex, thereby demonstrating the prevalence of 
that very conviction in American society. Therefore, be-
cause the Miss Black America and women’s liberation pro-
tests focused primarily on issues of race and sex respec-
tively, the press—drawing from both popular opinion and 
standard journalistic practices—framed them as incom-
patible at best and contradictory at worst.

The oppositional framing and distinct treatment of race 
and sex additionally contributed to print media’s “white-
washing” of the women’s liberation protest—as well as the 
overall movement—despite the participation of black fe-
male protestors. Because issues of race and sex could not 
coherently intersect according to journalistic convention, 
reporters covering the two protests attempted to maintain 
a racial divide between the women’s liberationists and 
Miss Black America participants. To do so, they character-
ized the radical feminist protestors as all-white and uncon-
cerned with racial issues, and any black women who joined 
them as misguided pseudo-feminists. In other words, 
journalists emphasized a link between whiteness and fem-
inism by undermining both the anti-racism of white femi-
nists and the feminism of black feminists. 

One publication whose coverage of the protests exhibited 
such race-sex framing was the New York Times. In her ar-
ticle on the Miss Black America Pageant, Klemesrud de-
scribed the women’s liberation protestors using the racial 
modifier “mostly white.” In her report for the same publi-
cation, Curtis separated race and sex by questioning Allen, 
a black participant in the women’s liberation demonstra-
tion, only on issues of race. Additionally, Curtis wrote that 
besides their feminist objections to the Miss America Pag-
eant, the women’s liberationists “denounced the beauty 
contest’s ‘racism.’” By pointedly enclosing the word “rac-
ism” in quotation marks, Curtis undermined the feminist 
demonstrators’ earnest anti-racist position, and thus fur-
ther polarized the issues of race and sex.

Furthermore, by focusing primarily on Morgan as a leader 
of the women’s liberation demonstration and quoting her 
the most extensively, Curtis assigned a white woman’s face 
and voice to the fledgling radical feminist movement. Oth-
er publications did the same. Louise Cook of The Boston 
Globe described and quoted only Morgan when providing 
details about the imminent feminist protest in an article 
published the day before the demonstration, and Pauline 
Tai of The Wall Street Journal explicitly called Morgan the 
“organizer of the protest.” Print media outlets therefore 
utilized various race-sex framing strategies when covering 
the protests to perpetuate the view that feminism was syn-
onymous with (and therefore only relevant to) white wom-
en—and consequently, as Dow puts it, “almost entirely 
insensitive to racial issues.” By differentiating and separat-
ing issues of race and sex despite their frequent intersec-
tionality, the press misleadingly implied that the women’s 
liberation and Miss Black America protestors did not sup-
port each other’s goals.
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The necessity to present conflict whether between the two 
protests or between issues of race and sex meant that jour-
nalists overlooked the intersectional politics existing be-
tween the Miss Black America and women’s liberation 
protests. Instead, journalists presented an inaccurate and 
grossly oversimplified picture of mutual antagonism. Con-
sequently, the quotes from Allen, Williams, and Morgan 
that seem to support this view cannot be accepted at face 
value. They must instead be evaluated against the back-
drop of oppositional framing, a convention of late-1960s 
journalism that rendered the support for both anti-racist 
and feminist causes incomprehensible and divided the 
two issues along racial lines. Framing in these aforemen-
tioned forms can thus account for the portrayal of Allen as 
politically confused, as well as Williams’s apparent ambiv-
alence toward the women’s liberation demonstrators, and 
Morgan’s seeming disregard for racial causes. 

Moreover, additional research reveals that none of the me-
dia-constructed characterizations of these three women 
were accurate. Allen’s role in the women’s liberation pro-
test involved chaining herself to a Miss America puppet, 
thereby representing her own double “enslavement” to 
sexually and racially imposed beauty standards. Her poli-
tics were not confused, but instead were interconnected. 
Williams certainly did not support the anti-feminist beauty 
ideals that Miss America perpetuated, and stood against 
them in a way that was specifically relevant to her race. Fi-
nally, Morgan, who was both a leading radical feminist and 
a veteran of civil rights activism, specifically included “Rac-
ism with Roses” (the fact that no black contestant had ever 
won the Miss America crown, nor a woman of Puerto-Ri-
can, Hawaiian, Alaskan, or Mexican-American descent) 
amongst her ten criticisms of the pageant. While all three 
of these women supported both anti-racist and feminist 
causes, journalists rendered their politics contradictory by 
adhering to the era’s standard reporting practices. Print 
media framing thus worked to perpetuate a false account 
of the women’s liberation and Miss Black America protests 
(along with their respective movements, women’s libera-
tion and black nationalism) as mutually exclusive—or 
even, as Welch has argued, “inimical to each other’s aims.” 

Framing was not, however, solely responsible for the 
apparent discord between the two protests of the Miss 
America Pageant and their corresponding parent 
movements. Another equally important factor was 
omission. When covering the events of September 7, 1968, 
journalists from various publications selectively excluded 
certain information that would otherwise have disturbed 
their presentation of the two demonstrations as unrelated 
and oppositional. For example, journalists failed to 
recognize Morgan’s history in civil rights activism despite 
selecting her as the face of the women’s liberation protest 
and instead included other biographical details, such as 
her irrelevant stint as a child actor and her interest in 
poetry. Similarly, stories on the Miss Black America protest 
naturally included a discussion of Williams’s racial 
advocacy, but did not mention that she also rejected the 
Miss America Pageant’s sexist values. The calculated 
erasure of Florynce Kennedy, however, was by far the most 
glaring of these omissions.

Florynce “Flo” Kennedy was a poster child for intersection-
al politics. She was a black radical activist committed to 
fighting race, sex, and class oppression. She participated in 
a range of movements including civil rights, consumer 
rights, black nationalism, and second-wave feminism dur-
ing the 1960s. She was also a foundational member of the 
October 17th Movement (later called “The Feminists”), 
which broke off from the liberal feminist National Organi-
zation for Women (NOW) in 1968 to become one of the 
first radical feminist groups. 

Kennedy believed that oppression in its various forms 
could best be attacked through coordinated activism, and 
often worked to build connections among different move-
ments. She was a catalyst for intersectionality who brazen-
ly invited white women’s liberationists to Black Power 
meetings, challenged NOW to adopt black nationalist 
views, and encouraged black radicals to embrace femi-
nism. Thanks to Kennedy and her inclusive brand of activ-
ism, Black Power and black feminism had an early influ-
ence on the Women’s Liberation Movement, and a 
generation of young activists involved in various other 
movements were exposed to feminist ideology.  

“The necessity to present conflict ... meant that journalists 
overlooked the intersectional politics existing between the 

Miss Black America and women’s liberation protests.”
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Kennedy was not only a feminist and racial activist but 
also a prolific lawyer, famous for representing Black Pow-
er leaders Assata Shakur and H. Rap Brown as well as the 
radical feminist Valerie Solanas, who attempted to assas-
sinate pop artist Andy Warhol in 1968. Notably, Kennedy’s 
defense involved depicting Solanas as a radical feminist 
who had armed herself against the injustices of sexism. In 
addition to her provocative activism and legal prowess, 
Kennedy was known for hosting television and radio 
shows and writing newspaper columns—in short, as her 
biographer Sherie M. Randolph has claimed, “Kennedy 
was the most well-known black feminist in the country” 
during the late 1960s. 

As Dow has pointed out, Kennedy’s heavy presence in 
politics and in the media should have made her “as recog-
nizable [to journalists] as Morgan was.” Indeed, The New 
York Times had reported on Kennedy and her provocative 
protest strategies no less than three times in the few 
months before the 1968 Miss America Pageant demon-
strations occurred. Furthermore, Kennedy was one of the 
primary organizers of the women’s liberation protest. She 
brainstormed protest tactics, contributed to drafts of Mor-
gan’s “No More Miss America!” pamphlet, provided legal 
advice, and helped coordinate the busing of participants to 
Atlantic City. Her absence from all newspaper coverage of 
the protests is therefore shocking. Despite Kennedy’s so-
cial prominence and her critical role in organizing the 
women’s liberation demonstration, the closest that any 
publication came to mentioning her was a Wall Street Jour-
nal article in which Morgan explained that “lots of women 
lawyers” would be present at the feminist protest. 

As Dow has explained, a basic element of journalistic 
protocol is to “seek out the most recognizable figures 
present to give focus to a story.” The press certainly 
recognized Kennedy and was familiar with her newsworthy 
actions—why, then, was she erased? The only logical 
explanation is that her intersectional brand of politics 
conflicted with the era’s standard journalistic practices of 
framing racism against sexism and black activism against 
feminism. Kennedy was an outspoken black feminist 
whose role in the women’s liberation protest was too 
important to be adequately downplayed as Allen’s had 
been, and therefore news workers could not report on her 
involvement without allowing issues of race and sex to 
intersect. Kennedy was also inarguably dedicated to both 
black nationalism and women’s liberation, and as a black 
woman she embodied the intersection between the two 
movements. Journalists therefore could not have included 
her in their coverage of the Miss Black America and 
women’s liberation protests without acknowledging that 
the two demonstrations—and the ideologies behind 
them—were not antagonistic. Kennedy was, in short, a 
problematic case: framing strategies were not enough to 
rationalize her interrelated politics, and so the press’s 
solution was to omit her crucial role altogether.

As demonstrated, omission and various forms of framing 
permeated print media coverage of the Miss Black Ameri-
ca and women’s liberation protests of September 7, 1968. 
These two factors combined to construct an erroneous ac-
count of mutual opposition between the two demonstra-
tions and their respective parent movements, black nation-
alism and women’s liberation. Importantly, and 
unfortunately, this misleading version of events may seem 
accurate to readers who have no knowledge of late-1960s 
journalistic conventions; without such information, the 
reports on these two influential protests cannot be truly 
understood. For instance, uninformed readers might eas-
ily assume based on press coverage that in 1968, race and 
sex were separate issues, radical feminism was solely rele-
vant to white women while black women were only con-
cerned with racial causes, and that black nationalism and 
women’s liberation (represented by the Miss Black Ameri-
ca and women’s liberation protests) were mutually exclu-
sive, competing movements. 

Although these false conclusions inaccurately represent 
the relationship between women’s liberation and black na-
tionalism in 1968, some of them have nonetheless per-
sisted in modern historical scholarship. As Randolph has 
noted, “most contemporary observers and scholars see 

the former ritz Carlton in atlantiC City, nj 
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[black nationalism and radical feminism] as inherently op-
positional movements;” additionally, most “scholarship 
ignores or undervalues the connections between black [na-
tionalism] and feminist struggles.” Likewise, historian 
Wini Breines has criticized “the accepted historical narra-
tive of youthful second wave feminism” as a movement in 
which “Black women were not welcome or were repelled 
by white women’s racism.” Furthermore, Kennedy’s omis-
sion from print coverage on the two protests has been re-
produced in modern scholarship. As Randolph has point-
ed out, Kennedy’s “activism is marginalized or completely 
erased from most histories of ‘second-wave’ feminism,” 
which is just one example of the overall “exclusion of key 
black feminist organizers from most feminist scholarship 
on the movement.” 

The fact that historical scholarship has been influenced by 
misrepresentative print media accounts of the 1968 
women’s liberation and Miss Black America protests—
accounts that arose, as I have demonstrated, through 
omission and framing—underscores the importance of 
considering journalistic conventions when analyzing 
press coverage as a primary source. To put it simply, what 
was reported cannot be isolated from how it was reported, 
and certain journalistic practices may be specific to certain 
eras. Taking this into account alongside other 
aforementioned details that suggest mutual support, a 
very different picture of the women’s liberation and Miss 
Black America protests emerges. According to my 
research, the participants in each protest were largely 
supportive of each other’s goals. By extension, the women’s 
liberation and black nationalism movements were not 
mutually antagonistic but mutually supportive, and their 
paths, as well as the politics of their respective followers, 
often intersected in the late 1960s.
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Over the past decade, drinking plastic bOttled water has becOme increasingly pOpu-

lar. as the demand fOr bOttled water has increased, the damaging effects Of un-recy-

cled plastics and the pOllutiOn created in the making Of the plastic bOttles have 

greatly harmed the planet. many pOlicymakers have sOught new ways tO avOid this 

prOblem. One OptiOn has been tO cOmpletely ban the sale Of single-use plastic water 

bOttles in sOme cities and On sOme cOllege campuses. tO illustrate the effectiveness 

Of the ban Of plastic water bOttles, this article will examine twO case studies: univer-

sity Of vermOnt and washingtOn university in st. lOuis. these cases are indicative Of 

the twO very different pOssible OutcOmes Of this ban. 

curb the thirst
Efficacy of Bottled Water Bans in Reducing Plastic Waste

elizabeth mary d’altrui



inTroduCTion
Drinking bottled water has become increasingly popular 
during the past decade.1 With the rising demand for plastic 
bottled water, comes the negative externality of greater 
pollution both on land and in the oceans. Policymakers in 
cities, towns, and even universities have sought new 
methods to lessen the dramatic negative impact of plastic 
water bottles on the environment. A new and unique 
proposal has been to ban the sale of bottled water entirely 
in selected towns, national parks, and college campuses. 
Why has this been the chosen policy and what have the 
outcomes been thus far been? 

The past decade has shown an increasing consumer 
preference of bottled water over tap water. As of 2015, 
bottled water held 19% of the consumption share of 
beverages in the United States, whereas tap water and 
other beverages only amounted to 13.6% of the 
consumption share. According to Parag and Roberts, the 
effects of the creation, transportation, and disposal of 
bottled water on the environment is more than 100 times 
higher than that of drinking tap water.2 The rise in bottled 
water use has huge implications for the environment. 
Consequently, policy makers have sought new ways to 
reduce bottled water consumption. 

This paper will focus on the policy option to ban bottled 
water in select cities and college campuses. First, the paper 

will analyze the behavior of consumers. Following, it will 
show the environmental effects of bottled water and the 
reasoning for the ban of bottled water. Then, it will report 
on the findings of the ban at Washington University in St. 
Louis that show the environmental benefits of the prohibi-
tion of sale on campus and then analyze the negative exter-
nalities of the ban at the University of Vermont. It will list 
the other potentially harmful effects of possible future 
bans. After this pro-con analysis of the policy, the paper 
will describe the best solution to resolve, or at least miti-
gate the current issue. It will also consider other attempts 
to alleviate the environmental damage of bottled water. 
Incorperating ideas from all the different policies, I will 
demonstrate what I believe to be a comprehensive solution 
to the thirst for bottled water. 

baCkground
Numerous studies have analyzed why consumer prefer-
ences have changed significantly over the past decade. An-
nual US consumption of bottled water tripled from 12 bil-
lion bottles in 2000 to 36 billion bottles in 2006.3 This 
number has continued to rise over the past ten years. In 
2015, the total volume of bottled water consumed in the 
US was 11.7 billion gallons, which is roughly 88.6 billion 
bottles Since 2000, there have been two years of double-
digit percentage growth rates of bottled water volume.4 In 
2002, bottled water volume grew by 12 percent and 10.8 
percent in 2005. Bottled water is now the second largest 
commercial beverage category in the US after carbonated 
soft drinks.5 The increase in the popularity of bottled water 

figure 1. united states Per CaPita ConsumPtion of 
bottled Water, 1999-2015 (Courtesy of inTernaTionaL 
BoTTLed waTer associaTion)

figure 2. united states beverage ConsumPtion 
breakdoWn in 2015 (Courtesy of inTernaTionaL 
BoTTLed waTer associaTion) 
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is not limited to the US. There was an increased consump-
tion worldwide from 2007 to 2012, and forecasts predict 
391 billion liters to be consumed in 2017. Also, consump-
tion of bottled water in liters almost doubled between 
2000 and 2006 in the United Kingdom.6 For many con-
sumers, bottled water has become a complete substitute 
for tap water. 

Consumer Preferences
In many ways this rise is impossible to justify based on the 
market economy; the cost to drink bottled water is thou-
sands of times more than tap water.7 Consumers do not act 
in the expected manner. There are, however, many other 
factors that contribute to consumers’ preference for bot-
tled water. Studies have shown that the reasons include 
convenience, taste, mistrust of tap water, and health con-
cerns.8 Bottled water’s versatility makes it suitable for con-
sumption at any time or place. The portability and various 
packaging types allows for a variety of uses.9 When consid-
ering taste of bottled water and mistrust of tap water, Vis-
cusi et al. found, “over two-fifths of the sample”10 believe 
that bottled water tastes better than tap water, and almost 
one-third of all respondents believe that bottled water is 
“safer than tap water.”11 According to Ward et al., most par-
ticipants in a BMC Public Health study believed that, com-
pared to tap water, bottled water conferred additional 
health benefits even though the majority were unsure as to 
why.12 In actuality, bottled water has to meet less stringent 
regulations than tap water. This means that it can contain 
bacterial or chemical contaminants that exceed industry 
standards, whereas tap water must be inspected daily and 
contains small amounts of chlorine to kill bacteria.13 Fi-
nally, bottled water is chosen due to health concerns. Due 
to worries about obesity and other health matters, bottled 
water’s lack of calories and artificial ingredients attracts 
conscientious consumers.14 When analyzing the public 
policy issue of the ban, it is crucial to understand the re-
cent change in consumer preferences because it will help 
to predict the response. Bottled water has become more 
popular primarily because of its convenience, taste, and 
the perception that it is healthier. 

Environmental Impacts
Since the demand for bottled water has steadily increased 
during the last decade, the damaging effects of bottled wa-
ter on the environment has also risen proportionally. Ac-
cording to Parag and Roberts, bottled water’s environmen-
tal impacts are local and global. Pollution impacts stem 
from the production, to distribution, and disposal.15 One 
major environmental impact involves the extracting and 

processing of oil to make the plastic containers. Bottled 
water production uses 17 million barrels of oil per year and 
requires triple the amount of water to make a bottle as it 
does to fill it.16 The Earth Policy Institute found that it takes 
over 50 million barrels of oil every year to pump, process, 
transport, and refrigerate bottled water.17 Most plastic bot-
tles are not recycled and accumulate in landfills, taking 
hundreds of years to biodegrade.18 In 2005, two million 
tons of plastic bottles were dumped in landfills.19 Water 
bottles are made completely of Polyethylene terephthalate 
plastics (PETs), but PETs do not biodegrade quickly. They 
break down into smaller fragments that absorb toxins that 
pollute the waterways, contaminate the soil, and sicken 
animals.20 Plastic bottled water companies also cause 
harm and damage to local bodies of water and watersheds 
by pumping groundwater to bottle and sell, causing local 
water levels to drop. For example, in Mecosta County, 
Michigan residents fought Nestlé, a leading supplier of 
bottled water, to lower the amount of water pumped from 
Dead Stream and Thompson Lake in fear of reduced flow 
levels.21 Plus, plastic bottles cause air pollution because the 
manufacturing of one ton of PETs, the main component of 
plastic bottles, produces around three tons of carbon diox-
ide. According to Palliser, in 2006, more than 2.5 million 
tons of CO2 were emitted to make plastic water bottles.22 
These plastic bottles clearly have damaging effects on the 
environment and many campuses and towns have taken 
action to protect the environment by banning the sale of 
bottled water. 

figure 3. global ConsumPtion of bottled Water, 
2007-2017 (Courtesy of nesTLé)
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What is the ban?
In response to environmental damages from bottled 
drinking water, cities such as San Francisco and Concord, 
and college campuses such as Washington University in 
St. Louis and the University of Vermont, have implement-
ed controversial policies to ban plastic bottles. The bans 
have been more pronounced on college campuses with 
more than 70 universities in the United States having im-
plemented a campus-wide ban on the sale of plastic water 
bottles.23 What is the motivation for these bans and what 
are the specifications? Most of these entities cite environ-
mental reasons for implementing a ban. In the Massachu-
setts town of Concord, the bylaw states, “It shall be unlaw-
ful to sell non-sparkling, unflavored drinking water24 in 
single-service polyethylene terephthalate (PET) bottles of 1 
liter or less in the Town of Concord on or after January 1, 
2013.”25 In Concord, stores that violate the law first receive 
a warning, then a $25 fine, followed by a $50 fine for all 
subsequent infractions.26 San Francisco took similar ac-
tion to ban the sale of plastic water bottles on city property. 
This ban exempts sporting events and gives food trucks 
and large nonprofits until 2018 to comply. In San Fran-
cisco, all vendors selling single-service plastic bottles on 
city grounds after October, 2014, are subject to a fine up to 
$1000.27 Among colleges, Washington University in St. 
Louis and the University of Vermont enacted similar bot-
tled bans. 

Possible Limitations
It is necessary to note that there have been neither formal 
program evaluations of the bans nor in-depth analyses of 

the economic repercussions in any of the cities or universi-
ties with the exception of Washington University in St. 
Louis.28 The University of Vermont, however, did publish 
qualitative evaluations. Therefore, this paper will examine 
the ban at each university, interestingly, each universities 
produced very different results. A possible cause for the 
discrepancy could be the location of the school and the cul-
ture of the student body. Washington University is located 
in the city of St. Louis, whereas the University of Vermont 
is located in the smaller town of Burlington. In the city of 
St. Louis, students might have access to different options 
to buy other than bottled water. Also, Washington Univer-
sity took other steps to increase sustainability across cam-
pus by adding newly retrofitted refill water stations, which 
might have had a positive impact on the results. The fact 
that St. Louis tap water was rated as the best in the country 
in 2007 certainly could have positively influenced the 
school-wide movement to switch from bottled water to 
tap.29 Additionally, while difficult to measure, the culture 
of the student body can directly affect the way in which 
students change their behavior, which could contribute to 
the discrepancy in results at each university. 

argumEnTs for ThE boTTlEd waTEr ban
Washington University in St. Louis
Washington University in St. Louis was the first university 
to ban the sale and use of bottled water in administrative 
offices, dining services and vending machines. Because of 
concerns about the environmental impact of bottled water, 
the University ended sales of the product, and administra-
tive offices were no longer able to offer bottled water at 
events or meetings. Students and faculty were encouraged 
to drink tap water especially through the student-led cam-
paign of “Tap it” on campus.30 

On January 1, 2009, the university stopped selling bottled 
water in all retail outlets and vending machines on the pri-
mary campus, the Danforth Campus, and administrative 
West and North Campuses.31 The University published an 
update on the policy in 2015, reporting that “since the 
2009 bottled water ban went into effect, both bottled bev-
erage purchases and fountain drink purchases have sig-
nificantly decreased during a time when the University’s 
population has continued to increase”.32 The data indicate 
an overall 39.4% decrease of all bottled product purchases 
in the academic year 2014-2015 compared to the academic 
year 2008-2009. This decrease in plastic bottles confirms 
the effectiveness of the policy. The Washington University 
update shows that the single-use plastic bottles are associ-

figure 4. united states bottled Water sales by tyPe 
in 2015 (Courtesy of Beverage worLd)
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ated with a number of major environmental and public 
health issues. These issues stem from the production, 
storage, and transportation of the bottles. In response to 
these negative effects, the university enacted their plan to 
stop selling bottled water. 

According to Figure 5, the purchases of all bottled bever-
ages declined significantly since the beginning of the ban. 
Carbonated beverages had the most significant decrease of 
almost 50%.33 The only category of bottled product pur-
chases that increased was called “Other,” which consisted 
of specific brands of energy drinks, flavored water, spar-
kling water, coconut water, and lemonade. Previously, bot-
tled water cases made up 10% of purchases, but as of the 
2014-2015 academic year, bottled water purchases repre-
sented 2%34 of the total bottled purchases.35 The initial goal 
was to decrease the number of single-use plastic bottles 
consumed, and the significant drop in total purchases of 
bottled beverages confirms the success. 

Another positive result of the Washington University poli-
cy is that it allowed the school to plan for the long-run and 
enact new initiatives to continue to help the environment. 

For example, the school has invested time and money to 
retrofit approximately 108 water fountains, and plans to 
retrofit 170 more. Additionally, the school added drinking 
fountain areas with refill stations in all newly constructed 
buildings.36 The University also installed 20 Elkay Filling 
Stations.37 New students have the chance to learn about the 
bottled water ban through Washington University’s team 
of 30 Green Ambassador peer-educators.38

The ban of bottled water produces an estimated net benefit 
of $337,030 each year for the University of Washington. 
According to Curtis-Murphy and Sessions, the benefits of 
the bottled water ban include decreased recycling costs 
and student expenditures, along with environmental ben-
efits.39 The upfront costs of this ban include new and retro-
fitted water fountains and administrative costs. The ongo-
ing yearly costs include increased water usage, lost revenue 
to food services, maintenance of new water fountains, ad-
ministrative costs, and health costs.40 The “Kaldor-Hicks 
Tableau” in Table 1, clearly shows there are winners and 
losers of this ban, and the students/faculty/staff benefit far 
more than the administration. Why then would the admin-
istration choose to implement a ban like this? It is likely 

figure 5. Washinton university in st louis bottled 
beverage PurChases, 2008-201531 (Courtesy of 
washingTon universiTy)

table 1. Cost-benefit analysis of bottled Water ban 
at Washinton university37 (Courtesy of washingTon 
univerisTy) 

“Bottled water production uses 17 million barrels 
of oil per year and requires triple the amount of 

water to make a bottle as it does to fill it.”
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that the university would receive reputational benefits far 
exceeding the monetary costs. 

argumEnTs againsT ThE boTTlEd waTEr 
ban
University of Vermont
The most surprising consequence from a bottled water 
ban occurred at the University of Vermont, where the ban 
was initiated in 2012. The University of Vermont enacted a 
two phase program to study the effects of a plastic water 
bottle ban. In August 2012, phase one of the plan required 
all campus locations to provide a 30% healthy beverage ra-
tio in accordance with the Alliance for a Healthier Genera-
tion’s beverage guideline.41 By January 2013, phase two re-
quired campus locations to remove bottled water while still 
maintaining the 30% healthy beverage ratio.42 The study 
used shipment data as a means for calculating calories, 
sugars, and total consumption under the assumption that 
the university only ordered drinks that consumers were 
buying, and people on campus purchased only beverages 
that they intended to consume. Shipment data was col-
lected one semester before any changes were made (Spring 
2012), the semester when beverage offerings were changed 
to meet the health guidelines (Fall 2012), and the semester 
when bottled water was removed while still meeting the 
health guidelines (Spring 2013). Per capita shipments of 
bottled beverages did not change significantly between 
Spring 2012 and Spring 2013, but they did increase sig-

nificantly from Fall 2012 to Spring 2013 shown in Table 2. 
Once the ban of bottled water was enacted, the number of 
bottles shipped to campus increased. This contradicts the 
purpose of the policy. The university made several efforts 
to increase the use of reusable water containers on cam-
pus, but bottled water consumers instead decided to pur-
chase other plastic bottled beverages. 

As a result of phase one of the plan, the percentage of bot-
tled water shipped to campus decreased significantly from 
17.6% of total shipments to 13.2% as seen in Table 3. Table 
3 also shows sugar-free drinks and sugar sweetened drinks 
increased from Spring 2012 to Fall 2012. Once bottled wa-
ter was banned, the consumption of these other beverages 
continued to increase.43 Along with an increase in the ship-
ments of bottles to campus, there was an increase in calo-
ries, total sugars, and added sugars according to Table 2. 
This unintended negative consequence could have damag-
ing effects on the student population and potentially lead 
to higher rates of obesity. 

Although there are many causes of excess weight gain, 
many studies have shown that sugar-sweetened beverages 
(SSBs) are large contributors.44 “A 20-ounce soft drink has 
nearly 17 teaspoons of added sugars, far exceeding the 
American Heart Association’s recommended limit of 6 
teaspoons per day for women and 9 teaspoons per day for 
men.”45 They also reported on other intervention studies 
that found limiting the consumption of SSBs by providing 
only bottled water or low-calorie beverages reduces the 

table 2. university of vermont Per CaPita shiPments 
of bottled beverages, sPring 2012-sPring 2013 (ban 
enaCted fall 2012)42 (Courtesy of universiTy oF 
vermonT)

table 3. PerCentage of various beverages shiPPed to 
8 CamPus loCations at the university of vermont42 
(Courtesy of universiTy oF vermonT)
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body mass index, skin-fold thickness, and fat mass of chil-
dren compared to a control group with no intervention.46 
According to Block et al., “one major determinant of 
weight gain among adolescents and young adults is the 
consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages.”47 Young 
adults consume the most calories from sugar sweetened 
sodas of any age group, about 230 calories per day.48 A 
study was performed to see how college students respond 
to intervention messages encouraging them to make 
healthier choices. The main result of the study regarding 
SSBs is that the major factors in beverage choice are taste 
and price. Health and nutritional content of beverages 
were of limited interest for the young adults.49 It was also 
discovered that water is mostly only consumed for hydra-
tion.50 Therefore, it is reasonable based on this study to 
assume that college students will substitute water with 
SSBs. The only other way to avoid the increased consump-
tion of sugary drinks would be to raise the prices. 

Other objections
One major objection to the policy is that bottled water is 
crucial for certain situations. Bottled water, for example, 
serves as the emergency source of drinking water when 
the public water system becomes contaminated.51 Under 
the Safe Drinking Water Act, the utility must notify resi-
dents of such contamination so that they can switch to 
bottled water or purify their tap water.52 For example, in 
Flint, Michigan, the city’s water supply was contaminated 
with “toxic levels of lead and iron,” making unfiltered wa-
ter unsafe to drink.53 In an effort to help the community of 
Flint, organizations were sending shipments of bottled wa-
ter. Convoy of Hope has donated and distributed more 
than 100 truckloads of bottled water to the city.54 The policy 
enacted in Concord did adjust the bylaw to resolve any is-
sues by declaring that there is an exemption for an “emer-
gency adversely affecting the availability and/or quality of 
drinking water to Concord residents.”55 This exemption 
was of extreme importance to the city because residents 
and tourists were purchasing plastic-bottled beverages by 
the truckload to cope with the extreme drought and record-
breaking temperatures in August.56 

Additionally, the complete ban of bottled water is simply 
not realistic for larger venues that prohibit individuals 
from bringing in open containers containing any liquid 
beverage. According to San Francisco’s ban, for events on 
public property with 100 or more attendees, it is prohibit-
ed to sell plastic water bottles if there is an alternative city 
potable supply. The provision will eventually impact the 
venues for sporting teams such as the San Francisco Gi-

ants at AT&T Park as well as other major sports teams in 
the city. However, it will not happen for decades, because it 
is not feasible or cost efficient for the businesses.57 Even at 
Washington University in St. Louis, the school made the 
decision to provide bottled water at a very limited number 
of special events where other methods of water access 
proved especially “challenging or costly.”58 Clearly this is-
sue is a realistic and reasonable aspect of the policy or else 
the policymakers would not be writing in provisions to 
their bans. 

The policy to ban bottled water is strongly opposed by the 
American Beverage Association, which represents the 
nonalcoholic beverage industry. According to spokeswom-
an for the American Beverage Association, Kate Krebs, 
“The consumers should have a choice on how they drink 
their water.”59 The policy decision to ban plastic bottles 
limits the freedom of choice for the residents and visitors 
to those cities and schools. 

PoliCy oPTions
Is there anything better that can be done to solve the 
environmental concerns? Some other policy options have 
been to restore the public’s trust in tap water, incentivize 
recycling, or simply add a bottle tax. Many of the studies 
mentioned above have noted that bottled water is strictly 
preferred to tap water partially because of health concerns. 
Parag and Roberts suggest a five stage plan to restore the 
trust in tap water.60 Stage one is to create public awareness. 
Media often highlights the trust-destroying events such as 
water contamination like the case of Flint, Michigan, but 
the media does not display the positive events such as 
reports of good tap water. Stage two is to analyze and 
explore new tap-water quality standards. Stage three is to 
ensure transparent decision-making procedures to 
contribute to building trust. The “Consumer Confidence 
Reporting Rule” is one example of a policy with the 
potential for trust building. It ensures the public is 
informed annually about the quality of tap water. Stage 
four involves policy implementation and enforcement, 
both critical aspects of the plan. Finally, stage five is 
continual policy evaluation. 

Another policy worthy of consideration is to implement 
recycling laws and deposit policies. Water bottles are made 
completely of recyclable PETs, so why does society not 
recycle? The national recycle rate for PETs is only 23 
percent, which means $1 billion worth of plastic that 
should end up in the “recycling stream” is lost.61   There are 
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two principal policy instruments that promote water bottle 
recycling: bottle deposits and recycling laws.62  The bottle 
deposits provide a financial incentive to recycle, while the 
recycling laws reduce the time costs by providing curbside 
recycling and convenient recycling centers. Most states do 
not include plastic water bottles on their deposit bills.63 
Oregon and Connecticut both added water bottles to their 
deposit bills in 2009, right around the same time as the 
bottled water ban. In both of these states, the laws proved 
to be effective.64 To investigate the effect of the recycling 
laws and deposit policies, Viscusi et al. examined data on 
recycling behavior for Oregon and Connecticut both before 
and after they each implemented their expanded bottle 
bills.65 In each case, individual consumers shifted from not 
recycling at all to becoming committed recyclers. They 
found that recycling and deposit policies have their greatest 
effect on those who would not already choose to recycle.66 
This is a key aspect of human behavior that needs to be 
considered when instituting a new public policy. 

In early 2010, Washington Governor Christine Gregoire 
proposed taxing bottled water, both because of a need for 
tax revenue and because “products that negatively impact 
our environment or public health should be taxed to pay 
the costs of their effects.”67 By knowing the tax elasticity of 
water bottle demand, it is possible to know how best to re-
duce the purchasing of the product. Berck et al. estimated 
that a 2.8% to 5.9% drop in bottled water consumption will 
occur in response to a tax of between 6.5% and 9.5%.68 
Unfortunately, this policy is unable to drastically change 

the behavior of the consumer. The growth rate of bottled 
water has been far above 5.9% over the past decades as 
mentioned above, so this drop would not make the differ-
ence that the policy makers intend to achieve. Because of 
the low price elasticity of bottled water, a tax much greater 
than 6.5%-9.5% would be necessary to change the behav-
ior of buying bottled water.69 A Pigouvian tax, a tax levied 
on any market activity that generates negative externali-
ties, would be most appropriate in the case of plastic bot-
tled beverages.70 It would be implemented in order to 
eliminate the negative externality plastic bottles impose on 
the environment. According to Figure 6, the optimal level 
of bottles would be found where the marginal social cost 
equals marginal benefit. Unfortunately, a critique of the 
the  Pigouvian tax is that it would reduce willingness to 
produce. For the tax to prevent unwillingness to produce, 
it would have to be imposed on the polluting aspect of the 
factory rather than directly imposed on output levels, 
which can be difficult to do. This leads us back to wonder-
ing if the complete ban is really the best option. 

ConClusion
To answer the question posed in the beginning of this pa-
per, the outcomes of the bottled water bans have not been 
the same in all cases. Some studies have shown that the 
ban of bottled water has led to a decrease in consumption 
of bottled beverages, whereas other studies have shock-
ingly displayed that the ban of bottled water has led to an 
increase in sugar sweetened beverages which is a main 
contributor to weight gain. Based on these results, what 
really is the best policy option? Many policymakers, politi-
cians, and even economists have analyzed the pro and con 
list of this policy ban, and after reading this list, this paper 
would advise against a complete ban of bottled water. Al-
though Washington University found that students re-
duced usage of plastic bottles, it cannot be assumed that all 
universities and even cities will act in the same manner. 
This policy is very clearly related to consumer preferences, 
and it is impossible to predict the behaviors of people in 
different age groups and regions.

This paper believes the problem is not what is in the bottle, 
but the bottle itself. The best policy option would therefore 
be a plastic bottle tax. The governor of Washington has 
proposed taxing bottled water, but what about taxing all 
beverages sold in plastic containers? Increasing the price 
of all of these beverages, should result in a decreased de-
mand and a reduction in the number of plastic bottles be-
ing used. This paper believes a Pigouvian tax is the best 

figure 6. Pigouvian tax model as Possible solution 
to reduCe bottled beverage ConsumPtion (Courtesy 
of poLiconomics) 
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choice. There are flaws with all of the policy options, but it 
is important to find the option that will best achieve the 
goal with the fewest negative externalities. 

In a world concerned with global climate change, more 
must be done to completely eliminate the production of 
PETs. It should not matter what people choose to drink. 
There should be efforts in place that ensure all options are 
not damaging to the earth. 
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The auThor analyzes The posiTion of The wriTer in The German DemocraTic republic 

(GDr) ThrouGh an analysis of chrisTa wolf’s novella What Remains.  The exTensive 

surveillance of inTellecTuals in easT Germany proviDes a conTexT for wolf’s work, 

which DemonsTraTes The burDen which This GovernmenTal scruTiny placeD on Think-

ers in The GDr.  The Tension beTween The perceiveD moral responsibiliTies of wriTers 

anD The pressures To conform To The reGime’s sTanDarDs of accepTabiliTy is in The 

foreGrounD of whaT remains.  This essay examines how The narraTor’s inabiliTy To 

reconcile These DemanDs causes her To unDerGo a process of “oTherinG” ThaT leaves 

her alienaTeD from The GovernmenT, her fellow ciTizens, anD herself.

Writing in a Surveillance State 
Otherness in Christa Wolf’s What Remains

sabrina black



When Christa Wolf’s novella What Remains was published 
a decade after it was written, a wave of controversy surged 
around it. Some viewed her choice to delay the publication 
of her work as an act of cowardice. Her text explores the 
position of writers in the German Democratic Republic 
(GDR) and elucidates the pressures that led to her deci-
sion. In What Remains, Wolf provides first-hand insight 
into the role of the intellectuals in the GDR, illuminating 
the effects of state surveillance on East German writers. 
These authors had felt a duty to serve as moral beacons for 
their readers but remained subject to the regime’s stan-
dards of acceptability. Wolf’s narrative reveals the conse-
quences of authors’ inability to reconcile these obligations. 
Through the motif of otherness, Wolf demonstrates the 
various forms of alienation writers faced as a result of 
these irresolvable tensions.

A number of scholars concur in asserting that the German 
intelligentsia has traditionally been tasked with parsing 
the complexities of life and serving as moral leaders. Liter-
ary scholar Robert von Hallberg observes that the works of 
GDR authors such as Wolf might have enabled contempo-
rary readers to “[become aware of ] contradictions of which 
they were not yet fully conscious in their own lives,” to 
“feel consoled to read that others had similar difficulties,” 
and to “expand the range of political discussion in the pub-
lic sphere.”1 Similarly, historian Michael Geyer posits that 
“[i]n the German system of checks and balances, culture 
ascertained moral justice. The control of intellectuals over 
the sphere of culture guaranteed not just the reign of good 
taste but social betterment and Bildung.”2 Geyer identifies 
a tendency among Germans to entrust cultural authorities 

with the responsibility of helping them navigate the world. 
Scholars and GDR writers alike shared this understanding 
of literature as having both cultural and social significance. 
Wolf herself stated, “‘[p]eople needed me. [...] People need-
ed something to give them strength.’”3 This presumption 
of importance, which was perhaps reasonable given the 
great anticipation and remarkable sales of their works,4 
caused GDR writers to be acutely aware of their perceived 
duties to provide emotional support and moral direction to 
their public. 

This authorial sense of duty manifests itself not only in the 
psyche of the GDR author, but also in his or her works, as 
evidenced in What Remains by a pattern of references to 
the narrator’s role as a writer. The narrator states that “if 
there was one ethic I held to, it was the work ethic, not 
least because it seemed to be capable of balancing out in-
consistencies in other ethical systems.”5 The protagonist’s 
conviction reveals Wolf’s own assessment of her function 
in the GDR: that through her work she could ameliorate 
ethical shortcomings by providing moral guidance to her 
readers. Subsequently, upon seeing that the Berliner En-
semble was performing Galileo, the narrator reflects that 
“this was a play from the time when purified dialectics still 
counted for something, [...] when there was a reason for 
speaking the ‘truth’ and it was evil to suppress it; it was evil 
not to speak of the nasty lie which was harmful and gave 
the liar a bad conscience.”6 The narrator hearkens back to 
a time of clearly-defined dichotomies, implicitly contrast-
ing it with her current lack of clarity regarding right and 
wrong, true and false, good and evil. The diarist’s moral 
muddle reflects Wolf’s own position as an author who 
found herself unable to provide guidance to her readers 
with the simplicity with which she imagined her forebears, 
such as Brecht, performed this task. Wolf’s consciousness 
of her perceived moral obligations manifests itself in this 
text, but circumstances that limit her ability to fulfill these 
obligations also appear. 

The obstacle that impaired writers’ ability to exercise mor-
al authority was the hulking threat of state scrutiny. As evi-
denced both by Wolf’s depiction of the Ministry for State 
Security (MfS or Stasi) in her text and by historical data, 
the shadow of surveillance loomed large over GDR writers. 
If anything, it was perhaps GDR authors’ moral purview 
that made them especially obvious surveillance targets. Jo-
seph Stalin referred to writers as “‘Ingenieur[e] der men-
schlichen Seele,’”7 (engineers of the human soul) and lead-
ers in the GDR shared his understanding of the potential 
power authors might wield. Therefore, as scholars Paul 

the author Christa Wolf during a book reading 
in berlin, 2007 (Courtesy of wikimedia commons)
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Cooke and Andrew Plowman assert, “[ f ]rom the early days 
of the GDR, writers were seen as a crucial weapon in the 
state’s propaganda arsenal [...] who would help to educate 
the masses in the ways of socialism.”8 

Cultivating cooperation with authors was critical to the 
SED regime for purposes of promoting socialist values, 
encouraging citizen contentment, and improving the 
GDR’s reputation abroad. Historian Mike Dennis explains 
that the Stasi’s tactics of Zersetzung (corrosion) as laid out 
in Ministerial guideline 1/76 directed that “‘hostile-nega-
tive forces’ were to be ‘paralysed, disorganized and isolat-
ed’ and their activities ‘prevented, significantly reduced or 
completely terminated.’”9 The Stasi employed a number of 
strategies to this end, including spreading injurious ru-
mors about their targets, engineering setbacks for them, 
and intimidating them through phone calls and letters.10 
They also employed comprehensive surveillance tech-
niques, including tapping phones, searching residences, 
and reading correspondence,11 all methods which appear 
in Wolf’s text.12 This degree of extremely insidious surveil-
lance, impeded the expression of subversive views. 

Intellectuals were particularly restrained, as they were sub-
ject to especially close watch. Starting in 1969, an entire 
branch of the MfS (Hauptabteilung XX) was devoted to cul-
tural surveillance, and there were a significant number of 
inoffizielle Mitarbeiter (IMs) in this department.13 Wolf her-
self was subject to surveillance as the target of Operativen 
Vorgang (OV) (unofficial employee) “Doppelzüngler” (op-
eration “Double tongue”) from 1969 on.14 The high degree 
of surveillance created an environment in which writers 
had to be constantly wary of their behavior to avoid trouble 
with the Stasi. A need to be on good terms with the regime, 
asserts scholar David Bathrick, prevented writers from 

Calling for modes of reform that lay outside or at ideological 
variance with the normative discourse of socialist institutional 
life: for the abolition of censorship, for a multiparty system, for 
a genuinely representative parliament, for total freedom of 
speech.15 

These and similar taboos severely inhibited authors’ ability 
to provide meaningful moral judgments in their writings 
for fear of invoking the wrath of the state.

The effects of Stasi presence in preventing intellectuals 
from realizing their moral authority are evident in the texts 
produced by writers living in fear of surveillance. Through-

out What Remains, surveillance is depicted as a counter-
force to the narrator’s moral authority. Contemplating the 
difficulties of living under the Stasi, she muses, “we are all 
trapeze artists.”16 Writers in the GDR had to attempt a bal-
ancing act between upholding their moral obligations and 
avoiding trouble with the Stasi, knowing that they risked 
falling into either the rapacious jaws of the MfS or the pits 
of self-betrayal and public scorn. The protagonist imagines 
developing a new language, reflecting, 

My other language [. . .] would stop describing objects by their 
appearance [. . .] and would increasingly allow their invisible 
essence to emerge. This language would be gripping, loving, 
and protective, that much I thought I could foresee. I would 
hurt no one but myself.17 

The narrator dreams of being able to express herself fully 
and without endangering others, likely mirroring Wolf’s 
own desires in the face of oppression that prevented her 
from airing criticisms that might have resulted in negative 
consequence for herself and for her loved ones. Ultimately, 
the narrator, imagining her former friend Jürgen as the 
embodiment of the Stasi, concludes, “since his objects are 
made of flesh and blood and do not exist only on paper, 
like my own, he is the actual master, the real lord.”18 She 
finds that she must surrender her moral power because of 
the very real threat of persecution by the Stasi, demonstrat-
ing how the GDR writer became subservient to the forces 
of state surveillance.

The conflict between state surveillance and the author’s 
moral jurisdiction is evident in Wolf’s treatment of other-
ness. Throughout the novella, the narrator refers to the 
Stasi and the SED regime in terms of “the other,” indicat-
ing the negative effects surveillance has had on her. At one 
point, she describes the agents who are watching her as 
“messengers of the other.”19 It is clear from her discourse 
of otherness, which casts herself in opposition to the Stasi 
and the GDR government, that the narrator views these 
agents as opponents rather than allies. The narrator subse-
quently reflects that “the measures taken by the others and 
our reactions to them meshed together like the teeth of a 
smoothly functioning zipper.”20 Wolf’s language here con-
veys an atmosphere of ever-present hostility, in which she 
must constantly be on her guard in the face of state surveil-
lance. In this way, the use of otherness in relation to the 
state reveals the dynamic of apprehension and unease that 
plagued GDR authors as a result of surveillance, impairing 
their exercise of moral authority.
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The narrator also senses a specter of “otherness” haunting 
her relationship with fellow GDR citizens as a result of the 
surveillance to which she is subjected, which further iso-
lates her. When the narrator sees Jürgen M. in the depart-
ment store, he does not acknowledge her, and she admits 
that she is accustomed to “the curtain lowering before the 
eyes of the other.”21 The surveillance creates divisions be-
tween the narrator and those with whom she had previ-
ously been friends; awareness of the regime’s suspicion of 
her, she presumes, is responsible for Jürgen M.’s snub. 
The fact that she is being watched creates a rift between 
the narrator and her old friends, for whom the surveillance 
and the accompanying threat of association with a subver-
sive renders it advantageous not to know her. She is cut off 
from both her friends and from the general public: while 
standing in line at the grocery store, she notes that “that 
strong, isolating feeling of otherness would not go away.”22 
She believes that rumors of surveillance cause her to ap-
pear “other” to citizens. Thus, the surveillance that inhib-
its her moral authority also isolates her from the people 
whom she otherwise would have guided: an ironic effect of 
the socialist regime considering its collectivist values.

The narrator’s level of success, however, affects her posi-
tion as a moral leader, casting her as other even from those 
with whom she would presumably be able to commiser-
ate: fellow writers. This is demonstrated in the case of the 
young poet who seeks her advice regarding his work; al-
though the narrator does not explicitly use the terminology 
of otherness in his case, she clearly senses such a division 
between them. She writes, “[t]he young gentlemen stand-
ing in front of my door would not hesitate to pass through 
his door. That was the difference between the two of us—a 
major difference. A moat.”23 The narrator’s prominence as 
a popular writer renders her distinct from the young poet, 
because her eminence gives her some degree of power in 
relations with the Stasi: while she dare not openly defy the 
regime, the Stasi dare not persecute her in the same way 
they would an unknown subversive. While the Stasi agents 
might “hesitate” at her door, they are ultimately willing to 

exert their authority over her, as demonstrated by the sur-
veillance and intimidation tactics the protagonist de-
scribes. In this way, the very popularity that would have 
granted the narrator the ability to reach a large audience 
and effectively propagate a model of ethics contributes to 
the overwhelming isolation she feels even from other in-
tellectuals. Her fame, however, is not so great a force as to 
make her immune to the risks of defying the state.

The divergent pressures of surveillance and morality ren-
der the narrator isolated from everyone in her society, and 
her inability to reconcile this tension creates a constant 
internal conflict that culminates in a process of self-other-
ing and self-alienation. In one of her internal monologues, 
the narrator interrogates herself, writing,

I myself. Who was that? Which of the multiple beings from 
which ‘myself’ was composed? The one that wanted to know 
itself? The one that wanted to protect itself? Or that third one 
that was still tempted to dance to the same tune as the young 
gentlemen there outside my door?24 

The oppressive surveillance fractures the narrator into 
three different personas, leading her to be detached from 
her identity as a whole and conscious only of these existing 
pulls within her: to seek truth, to keep her head down, and 
to cooperate with the Stasi. Her self-alienation results 
from the conflicting desires she experiences living under 
surveillance and is embodied by her self-censor: she ob-
serves that “[t]here was hardly anything left to think or say 
without getting my censor upset at me.”25 The voice of the 
censor expresses the narrator’s internal conflict that re-
sults from the self-fragmentation that occurs in life under 
surveillance, in which the cautious voice of self-preserva-
tion must silence the persistent voice of morality. This con-
tinuous state of conflict in which she resides alienates the 
protagonist from her own identity, reducing her to con-
flicting voices. The narrator observes at one point that “[i]t 
is a happy man who can place his enemy outside him-
self.”26 Life in a surveillance state has caused the narrator 

“The use of otherness in relation to the state reveals 
the dynamic of apprehension and unease that 

plagued GDR authors as a result of surveillance, 
impairing their exercise of moral authority.”68

ElEmEnts  : : spring 2017



to become her own enemy, constantly engaging in a battle 
of wills with herself over whether to defy the Stasi or sub-
mit to them, whether to take a moral stand or protect her-
self and those she loves. Through this self-alienation, Wolf 
depicts the perpetual internal division produced by the 
competing pressures that beset GDR writers.

Wolf’s use of otherness in What Remains spells out the 
conflict between moral duty and submission to the state 
experienced by authors in the GDR. The competing 
pressures felt by the narrator culminate in a condition of 
alienation from all people, including herself, which is 
representative of the condition of GDR authors at large. 
Based on an understanding of the author in the GDR as a 
moral guide, the SED regime’s surveillance of intellectuals 
arguably resulted in much larger-scale oppression than 
affected only those who were under watch. The restrictions 
on authors resulted in a body of writing that tread softly 
around certain potential subversive topics, thereby 
undermining the consciences of all those who turned to 
literature for guidance.
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inTroduCTion

Since the discovery of HIV-AIDS in 1984, an effective vac-
cine has remained an elusive goal, despite the conjugation 
of numerous efforts. Progress made in the RV144 Thai 
vaccine trial has hinted that HIV envelope glycoprotein 
variable loop V1-V2 has a role in the prevention of infec-
tion.1 The isolation of anti-SIV monoclonal antibodies 
(mAb) will allow a pre-clinical evaluation of such antibod-
ies in the SIV-rhesus macaque model of HIV/AIDS patho-
genesis and vaccine.

A phage display library was previously constructed from a 
SIV-infected rhesus macaque, and several single chain 
variable fragments (scFv) such as SU24, SU343, and LL25X 
were selected using phage display technology.2 Sequences 
corresponding to SU24, SU343, and LL25X were opti-
mized for expression in a mammalian system and com-
mercially synthesized (IDT DNA). SU24 and SU343 had 
previously been cloned in a mammalian expression vector. 
In this study, we aimed to characterize the specificity of 
SU24, SU343, and LL25X.

maTErials and mEThods 

PCR( Polymerase Chain Reaction) Amplification

The codon-optimized version of the LL25X gene was to be 
amplified by PCR. A PCR mixture was prepared in a PCR 
tube. The PCR mixture consisted of 1 µL of template DNA 
(100 ng - 1 µg), 2 µL of forward primer (FP), 2 µL of reverse 
primer (RP), and 45 µL of Platinum PCR Supermix High 
Fidelity from Thermo Fisher Scientific. The forward prim-
er was LL25-co-F (GGCCGGTACCGGCGCGCCAC-
CATGG) and included the restriction site for KpnI. The 
reverse primer was LL25-co-R (ATTGTACTGCTCTTCCC-
GTGGCTTGGTTTTCGC) and included the restriction 
site for SapI. The PCR tube was closed tightly, mixed via 
vortex, and spun down using a small bench-top rotor.

The PCR tube was placed in a thermocycler for 25 cycles. 
The initial denaturation step was performed at 94°C for 5 
minutes and was followed by 25 cycles of denaturation 
(94°C for 30 seconds), annealing (50°C for 30 seconds), 
and extension (68°C for 1 minute). A final extension step 
was performed at 62°C for 10 minutes. 

DNA gel electrophoresis of the PCR products was per-
formed on 1% agarose gel. The DNA vector was observed 

around 1092 bp under a UV transilluminator and was ex-
tracted using a gel extraction kit (QIAGEN).

Extraction of PCR Products

The PCR products were extracted from the 1% agarose gel 
following the QIAquick Gel Extraction Kit by QIAGEN. In-
stead of the recommended 50 µL of Buffer EB, 30 µL of 
double distilled water was added to the QIAquick mem-
brane column to elute DNA and centrifuged immediately. 
Loading Dye was not added to purified DNA.

Double Digestion of PCR Products with KpnI and SapI

After gel extraction, the DNA vector from PCR was double 
digested with KpnI and SapI. The double digest reaction 
mixture consisted of 30 µL of the DNA vector, 4 µL of Cut-
Smart Buffer from New England Biolabs, 1 µL of KpnI, 1 
µL of SapI, and 4 µL of double distilled water for a total 
concentration of 40 µL. DNA gel electrophoresis of the 
double digested LL25X PCR product was performed on 1% 
agarose gel for 1 hour.

Extraction of PCR Fragment Double Digested 

with KpnI and SapI

The DNA of the insert vector resulting from the PCR frag-
ment double digested with KpnI and SapI was extracted 
from the 1% agarose gel using the QIAquick Gel Extrac-
tion Kit protocol by QIAGEN. Instead of the recommend-
ed 50 µL of Buffer EB, 30 µL of double distilled water was 
added to the QIAquick membrane column to elute DNA 
and centrifuged immediately. Loading Dye was not added 
to purified DNA.

Double Digestion of Mammalian Expression Vector pCEP4 
with KpnI and SapI

Three samples were prepared for the double digest with 
KpnI and SapI was performed on the mammalian expres-
sion vector pCEP4. One sample was the reaction mix for 
the double digest consisted of 1 µL of cloning vector 
pCEP4, 2 µL of CutSmart Buffer from New England Bio-
labs, 1 µL of KpnI, 1 µL of SapI, and 15 µL of double dis-
tilled water. The other two samples served as controls. 
Control 1, the reaction mix for the single digest using 
KpnI, consisted of 1 µL of cloning vector pCEP4, 2 µL of 
CutSmart Buffer from New England Biolabs, 1 µL of KpnI, 
0 µL of SapI, and 16 µL of double distilled water. Control 
2, the reaction mix for the single digest using SapI, con-
sisted of 1 µL of cloning vector pCEP4, 2 µL of CutSmart 
Buffer from New England Biolabs, 0 µL of KpnI, 1 µL of 
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SapI, and 16 µL of double distilled water. DNA gel electro-
phoresis was performed on the sample reaction mix and 
the reaction mixes of the two controls on 1% agarose gel 
for 1 hour.

Extraction of Mammalian Expression Vector pCEP4 Double 
Digested with KpnI and SapI

The DNA backbone vector of mammalian expression vec-
tor pCEP4 double digested with KpnI and SapI was ex-
tracted from the 1% agarose gel using the QIAquick Gel 
Extraction Kit protocol by QIAGEN. Instead of the recom-
mended 50 µL of Buffer EB, 30 µL of double distilled water 
was added to the QIAquick membrane column to elute 
DNA and centrifuged immediately. Loading Dye was not 
added to purified DNA.

Ligation of LL25X into Backbone Vector pCEP4

DNA gel electrophoresis of 2 µL of the double digested 
backbone vector pCEP4 and 2 µL of the double digested 
LL25X PCR product was performed on 1% agarose gel for 
1 hour. Based on the band intensities on the gel, the 
volumes for the backbone and insert vectors could be 
estimated to achieve a backbone-to-insert ratio of 1:2 or 
greater. Two tubes were prepared. One tube was for 
ligation, and the other tube served as a control. The 
reaction mixture for ligation of the double digested LL25X 
PCR product into backbone vector pCEP4 consisted of 2 
µL of the backbone vector (KpnI/SapI-digested pCEP4), 4 
µL of the insert vector (KpnI/SapI-digested LL25X), 2 µL of 
T3 DNA ligation buffer (10x), 1 µL of T4 DNA ligase, and 11 
µL of sterile water. The reaction mixture for the control 
consisted of 2 µL of the backbone vector (KpnI/SapI-
digested pCEP4), 0 µL of the insert vector (KpnI/SapI-
digested LL25X), 2 µL of T3 DNA ligation buffer (10x), 1 µL 
of T4 DNA ligase, and 15 µL of sterile water. The ligation 
reaction products were incubated overnight at room 
temperature.

Transformation of Ligation Reaction Products into 

E. coli TOP10F

Frozen electrocompetent E. coli TOP10F’ was removed 
from a -80°C freezer and thawed on ice for 10 minutes. 
The E. coli was aliquoted to obtain 50 µL in a tube, and 7 µL 
of ligation reaction was added to it. The tip of the pipette 
was swirled in the tube to mix the solution, and the tube 
was incubated on ice for 30 minutes. The transformation 
tubes were heat shocked at 42°C for 1 minute and put on 
ice for 2 minutes. The heat shock allowed the bacterial 

membranes to be permeable enough for vector pCEP4 
containing the LL25X DNA to enter the cells. Afterwards, 1 
ml of LB media without antibiotics was added to the tube 
and cultured at 37°C for 45 minutes in a shaking incubator 
at 250 rpm. The tube was centrifuged at 9,000 rpm for 1 
minute, and all but 100 µL of the supernatant was pipetted 
out. The remaining 100 µL of supernatant was mixed with 
the bacterial pellet using a pipette tip. All of the bacterial 
mix was plated onto an LB agar plate containing Ampicil-
lin. A background control of cloning vector pCEP4-Fc-HA, 
digested and ligated without the LL25X insert vector, was 
also plated on the selective media. 

Colony Screening of Positive Clones on Selective Media

Growth of the bacterial cells transformed with the pCEP4/
LL25X ligation product was observed on the LB agar plate 
containing Ampicillin. Two colonies were picked up from 
the LB agar plate containing Ampicillin and were inocu-
lated with 3 ml of LB media containing 50 µg/ml of Ampi-
cillin in a 15 ml culture tube. The tube was cultured over-
night at 37°C in a shaking incubator at 250 rpm. The day 
after, 2 ml of bacteria was aliquoted into a 2 ml Eppendorf 
tube and centrifuged at 13,000 rpm at room temperature 
to pellet down the bacteria. The supernatant was discard-
ed, and the pellet was obtained.

Extracting the pCEP4/LL25X DNA from 

the E. coli Cells via Miniprep

The QIAprep Spin Miniprep Kit protocol by QIAGEN was 
followed to isolate the pCEP4/LL25X DNA from the E. coli 
cells. The recommended step involving washing the QIA-
prep spin column with 0.5 ml of Buffer PB was omitted 
because endA+ strains or other bacterial strains with high 
nuclease activity or carbohydrate content were not used. 
None of the optional steps were taken, such as adding Ly-
seBlue reagent to Buffer P1. The DNA concentration, de-
termined by using Nanodrop, was 120.2 ng/µL.

Determination of a Positive Clone by Restriction Analysis

One reaction mix contained the DNA template, and one 
control tube contained the cloning vector pCEP4. The re-
action tube consisted of 3 µL of mini-prep DNA, 2 µL of 
CutSmart Buffer from New England Biolabs, 1 µL of KpnI-
HF/SapI, 1 µL of KpnI-HF/BamHI-HF, and 13 µL of sterile 
water. The control tube consisted of 3 µL of cloning vector 
pCEP4, 2 µL of CutSmart Buffer from New England Bio-
labs, 1 µL of KpnI-HF/SapI, 1 µL of KpnI-HF/BamHI-HF, 
and 13 µL of sterile water. Both tubes had a total volume of 
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20 µL. The tubes were incubated at 37°C for 1 hour, and 
the products of the double digest were analyzed on a 1% 
agarose gel.

Preparation of Samples for DNA Sequencing

After DNA mini-prep, samples were prepared for DNA se-
quencing. Recommendations for DNA sequencing from 
Eton Bioscience were followed. For successful DNA se-
quencing, the reaction mix consisted of 8 µL of the LL25X 
PCR product, 8 µL of plasmid that was less than 6 kb and 
had a concentration of 50-150 ng/µL (obtained by DNA 
mini-prep and determined by Nanodrop), and 5 µL of 
primer that had a concentration of 5 µM. The reaction mix 
was sent to Eton Bioscience for DNA sequencing.

Sequence Analysis of LL25X

Once the DNA sequence results were received from Eton 
Bioscience, the software Geneious was used to analyze the 
sequence of LL25X.

Bacteria Culture in Aqueous LB media with Ampicillin, fol-
lowed by DNA Maxi-prep

A selected positive clone was cultured for 8 hours in a cul-
ture tube containing 3 ml of LB/Ampicillin media. From 
the tube, 100 µL of the culture was transferred to a flask 
with 500 ml of LB/Ampicillin and cultured overnight. The 
culture was transferred into centrifugation tubes the next 
day. The centrifuge was set at 7,000 rpm for 15 minutes to 
pellet the cells. The supernatant was discarded, and the 
pellet was obtained.

The PureLink HiPure Plasmid DNA Purification Kit Maxi-
prep procedure by Invitrogen was followed to extract DNA 
from the pellet. The supernatant was removed, and the 
pellet was air-dried for 10 minutes and resuspended in 100 
µL of double distilled water, rather than the recommended 
500 µL of TE Buffer (TE). 

Initiation to Tissue Culture 

Human Embryonic Kidney 293 cells (HEK293) of the 
293T cell line were used. For storage, cells were trans-

ferred into a new T75 flask containing 500 ml of medium 
consisting of 440 ml of RPMI + 50 ml of 10% FBS, 5 ml of 
supplemental glutamine 200 mM L-glu, and 5 ml of 1x 
Penicillin and 1x Streptomycin. 

Transfection of 239T Cells

The pCEP4/LL25X DNA that was isolated via maxi-prep 
was used to transfect 293T cells by following the Lipo-
fectamine 2000 DNA Transfection Reagent Protocol.

One day before transfection, the 293T cells were trypsin-
ized and resuspended into a 10 ml/T75 flask. Using a hae-
mocytometer, the cell number was determined, and trypan 
blue was added to determine cell viability. The cells were 
seeded at 6×10^6 cells/T75 flask. 

On the day of transfection, the culture media (DMEM con-
sisting of 10% FBS, 1x PBS (Phosphate Buffer Saline)/
Strep, 1x Glutamine) replaced the old media 1 hour before 
transfection. The transfection mixture was prepared using 
500 µL of Serum-free media (SFM ie. OPTI-MEM) + 10 µg 
of maxi-prep DNA, 500 µL of SFM + 10 µL of Lipo-
fectamine 2000 reagent, and DNA mix, which was incu-
bated before at room temperature for 20 minutes. The 
transfection mixture was added to the cell culture and in-
cubated overnight at 37°C, 5% CO2, and 70% humidity. 
Cleavage of SIVmac239gp140 into monomeric surface 
subunit SIVmac239gp120 and ectodomain SIVmac-
239gp41 occurred once the proteins were expressed in the 
293T cells.

One day after transfection, the culture media was replaced 
with 10 ml of SFM=DMEM (1x Pen/Strep, 1x Glutamine, 
and without FBS). Five days after transfection, the culture 
supernatant was transferred into 15 ml conical tubes. The 
tubes were centrifuged at 3,000 rpm for 10 min to pellet 
the debris in the tube. The supernatant was transferred to 
new 15 ml conical tubes.

Protein Purification

The Purification on Protein A-Agarose Protocol by Roche 
was followed to purify the protein. The resulting eluate, 

“The isolation of anti-SIV monoclonal antibodies (mAb) 
will allow a pre-clinical evaluation of such antibodies in 

the SIV-rhesus macaque model of HIV/AIDS...”
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containing the protein, was mixed by vortex and trans-
ferred into a dialysis cassette (10,000 Molecular Weight 
Cut-Off MWCO). Dialysis was performed overnight in 
1xPBS at 4°C and was slowly stirred. 

The next day, a centrifugal filter unit (Amicon Ultracel 
10,000 MUCO) was used to concentrate the protein eluate 
until the remaining buffer was around 100-200 µL. The 
unit was centrifuged at 3,000 rpm for 30 minutes.

Protein/Antibody Characterization by ELISA (Enzyme-
Linked Immuno-sorbant Assay)

Antigens (SIVmac239gp140, SIVmac239gp120, and 
control BSA) were prepared at 1 ng/µL with 1xPBS. A plate 
was divided so that 100 µL of each diluted antigen was 
added to each corresponding well. The coated ELISA plate 
was incubated for 1 hour at 37°C. After incubation, the 
plate was washed once with 1xPBS containing 0.5% 
Tween20. The tray was blocked by adding 500 µL of 5% 
skim milk in 1xPBS. The tray was sealed and incubated for 
1 hour at 37°C.

A 1000x serial dilution of the primary antibody/protein 
was prepared, beginning with 10 µg/µL. The dilutions 
were 10 µg/µL, 1 µg/µL, and 0.1 µg/µL. The dilutions were 
prepared using 1xPBS/FBS 2%, and 50 µL of the antibody/
protein dilution was added to each well. For each antigen, 
one of each dilution was added. Therefore, each antigen 
would have three different dilutions. The tray was incu-
bated for 1 hour at 37°C . The plate was washed 10 times 
with 1xPBS containing 0.5% Tween20 and flipped over on 
a paper towel to dry for 1 minute. After drying the tray, 50 
µL of secondary antibodies, HRP-conjugate anti-human 
IgG antibodies (1000x dilution in 5% skim milk), were 
added to all of the wells. The tray was sealed and incubated 
for 1 hour at 37°C. The plate was washed 5 times with 
1xPBS containing 0.5% Tween20 and flipped over to dry 
on a paper towel for 1 minute, and 100 µL of TMB solution 
was added. The plate was incubated for 30 minutes at 
room temperature. Once blue color was observed, the reac-
tion was stopped with 100 µL of TMB stop solution. The 
absorbances of the wells were read on Wallac (Victor plate 
reader) at 450 nm.

Protein Charcterization by Coomassie Blue Staining

A 12% agarose gel was prepared. Samples to be loaded into 
the wells consisted of 5 µg of each envelope protein (gp120 
and gp140) and 1xPBS was added to each sample until a 
total volume of 10 µL was achieved. To the 10 µL of each 

sample, 10 µL of 2x Sample Loading Buffer was added for 
a total volume of 20 µL. The samples were boiled at 100°C 
for 5 minutes, spun down, and loaded onto the gel. Lane 1 
contained the ladder, Lane 2 contained the Env glycopro-
tein, gp120, and Lane 3 contained the Env glycoprotein, 
gp140. After the gel was run, the gel was stained with Coo-
massie Blue, and the protein bands were observed.

Protein/Antibody Characterization by Western Blotting
A 12% agarose gel was prepared. Samples to be loaded into 
the wells consisted of 5 µg of each protein/antibody (SU24, 
SU343, and LL25X) and 1xPBS was added to each sample 
until a total volume of 10 µL was achieved. To the 10 µL of 
each sample, 10 µL of 2x Sample Loading Buffer was add-
ed for a total volume of 20 µL. The samples were boiled at 
100°C for 5 minutes, spun down, and loaded onto the gel. 
Lane 1 contained the ladder, Lane 2 contained SU24-Fc, 
Lane 3 contained SU343-Fc, and Lane 4 contained LL25X-
Fc. After the gel was run, the proteins in the gel were trans-
ferred to a nitrocellulose membrane. The membrane was 
blocked by using 5% skim milk to prevent nonspecific 
binding and was treated with the primary antibody, Anti-
IgG-HRP. The membrane was left for 1 hour in 5% skim 
milk that was prepared with 1xPBS. The gel was washed 3 
times with 1xPBS for 10 minutes each. This membrane, 
Blotting Gel 1, consisted of SU24, SU343, and LL25X and 
used anti-human IgG-HRP as the primary antibody.

Three 12% agarose gels were prepared. Samples to be 
loaded into the wells consisted of 5 µg of each protein/
antibody (SIVmac239gp120 and SIVmac239gp140) and 10 
µL of 2x Sample Loading Buffer, and 1xPBS was added to 
each sample until a total volume of 10 µL was achieved. 
The samples were boiled at 100°C for 5 minutes, spun 
down, and loaded onto the gel. Lane 1 contained the ladder, 
Lane 2 contained the Env glycoprotein, gp120, and Lane 3 
contained the Env glycoprotein, gp140. After the gel was 
run, the proteins in the gel were transferred to a 
nitrocellulose membrane. 

For the first gel, Blotting Gel 2, the membrane was blocked 
by using 5% skim milk to prevent nonspecific binding and 
was treated with the primary antibody, SU24. The 
membrane was left for 1 hour in 5% skim milk that was 
prepared with 1xPBS. The gel was washed 3 times with 
1xPBS for 10 minutes each. Anti-human IgG-HRP was 
added as the secondary antibody. The gel was washed 3 
times with 1xPBS for 10 minutes each. The 
chemiluminescence reagent was added to the gel. The gel 
was observed under UV light, and pictures were taken 
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using the Chemiluminescence Dock. The first gel 
contained SIVmac239gp120 and SIVmac239gp140, used 
SU24 as the primary antibody, and used anti-human IgG-
HRP as the secondary antibody.

For the second gel, Blotting Gel 2, the membrane was 
blocked by using 5% skim milk to prevent nonspecific 
binding and was treated with the primary antibody, SU343. 
The membrane was left for 1 hour in 5% skim milk that 
was prepared with 1xPBS. The gel was washed 3 times with 
1xPBS for 10 minutes each. Anti-human IgG-HRP was 
added as the secondary antibody. The gel was washed 3 
times with 1xPBS for 10 minutes each. The chemilumines-
cence reagent was added to the gel. The gel was observed 
under UV light, and pictures were taken using the Chemi-
luminescence Dock. The second gel contained SIVmac-
239gp120 and SIVmac239gp140, used SU343 as the pri-
mary antibody, and used anti-human IgG-HRP as the 
secondary antibody.

For the third gel, Blotting Gel 2, the membrane was 
blocked by using 5% skim milk to prevent nonspecific 
binding and was treated with the primary antibody, LL25X. 
The membrane was left for 1 hour in 5% skim milk that 
was prepared with 1xPBS. The gel was washed 3 times with 
1xPBS for 10 minutes each. Anti-human IgG-HRP was 
added as the secondary antibody. The gel was washed 3 
times with 1xPBS for 10 minutes each. The chemilumines-
cence reagent was added to the gel. The gel was observed 
under UV light, and pictures were taken using the Chemi-
luminescence Dock. The third gel contained SIVmac-
239gp120 and SIVmac239gp140, used LL25X as the pri-
mary antibody, and used anti-human IgG-HRP as the 
secondary antibody.

rEsulTs

After PCR, the bright band was observed, as shown in Fig-
ure 1a. The location of the band is approximately at 1092 
bp, which is the size of the LL25X fragment. This indicates 
that the LL25X fragment was successfully amplified. The 
PCR products, corresponding to a codon-optimized ver-
sion of LL25X plus the hinge region (H) of a human IgG1, 
were extracted from the gel. The amplified LL25X frag-
ments were double digested with KpnI and SapI, and the 
double digest products were run on 1% agarose gel. The 
resulting insert vector, an scFv, was extracted from the gel. 
The mammalian expression vector pCEP4 was also double 
digested with KpnI and SapI, and the double digest prod-

ucts were run on 1% agarose gel. The resulting backbone 
vector was extracted from the gel. 

Using complementary “sticky ends,” which resulted from 
the double digest, the insert vector, LL25X, was effectively 
ligated into the backbone vector, pCEP4. TOP10F’ E. coli 
were transformed with the ligation product; the 1092 bp 
fragment was cloned in fusion with the Fc region (CH2 + 
CH3) of human IgG1 in the mammalian expression vector 
pCEP4. These cells, containing the ligation product, were 
grown on LB agar plates containing Ampicillin, as shown 
in Figure 2b. A negative background control with E. coli 
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containing mammalian expression vector pCEP4-Fc-HA, 
digested and ligated without the LL25X insert vector, was 
also grown on LB agar plates containing Ampicillin, as 
shown in Figure 2a. 

Theoretically, there should not be any growth on the nega-
tive control. The vector, digested and ligated without 
LL25X, would not be able to provide antibiotic resistance 
because the replication machinery of the bacteria would be 
affected, preventing the replication of the plasmid. Since 
the plasmid is not replicated, the Ampicillin resistance 
gene cannot be expressed. However, the growth of a few 
colonies is clearly visible. This incidence may be due to 
some of the pCEP4 not being completely digested, result-
ing in a functional Ampicillin resistance gene. There is an 
abundance of colonies on the plate with the bacteria that 
contain the ligation product. The ligation of LL25X to the 
backbone vector pCEP4 allows the cell to replicate, result-
ing in the expression of the Ampicillin resistance gene. 
The greater amount of colonies present on the plate with 
the bacteria containing the ligation product compared to 
the plate with the bacteria containing pCEP4, digested and 
ligated without LL25X, suggests a successful ligation reac-
tion. A colony, corresponding to the bacteria transformed 
with the pCEP4/LL25X ligation product, was selected, and 
the pCEP4/LL25X DNA from the colony was extracted via 
DNA mini-prep. 

The pCEP4/LL25X DNA and the pCEP4-Fc-HA DNA, 
used as a control, were double digested with KpnI-HF/
SapI and KpnI/BamHI-HF. The products of the double di-
gests were run on 1% agarose gel. The pCEP4/LL25X DNA 
double digested with KpnI-HF and SapI produced a band 
at approximately 1092 bp, and the pCEP4-Fc-HA DNA 
double digested with KpnI-HF and SapI also produced a 
band at approximately 1092 bp. The double digested DNA 
fragments were similar in size; therefore, it could not be 
verified that the ligation product contained the LL25X 
DNA based on this result alone. When double digested 
with KpnI and BamHI-HF, pCEP4/LL25X DNA and 
pCEP4-Fc-HA DNA resulted in bands with different sizes. 
This is due to the BamHI restriction site residing in differ-
ent locations between the two vectors. The pCEP4/LL25X 
contains a BamHI restriction site that appears before SapI, 
and the pCEP4-Fc-HA DNA contains a BamHI restriction 
site that appears after SapI; therefore, the double digested 
pCEP4/LL25X DNA will result in a smaller fragment than 
the fragment produced by the double digested pCEP4-Fc-
HA DNA. This result verified that the ligation product con-
tained the LL25X DNA.

After identifying three positive LL25X clones via double 
digestion, the clones were sent to Eton Bioscience for 
Sanger sequencing. Once the DNA sequence results were 
received, the software Geneious was used to analyze the 
sequence of LL25X. The sequence analysis confirmed that 
the correct LL25X sequence had been cloned into the 
mammalian expression vector pCEP4. The sequences of 
all three LL25X clones were aligned identically to the origi-
nal codon-optimized version of the LL25X sequence, as 
shown in Figure 3. 

A positive LL25X clone was also selected to be cultured in 
a tube containing 3 ml of LB/Ampicillin media, and the 
resulting pCPE4/LL25X DNA from the bacteria was ex-
tracted via DNA maxi-prep. The extracted pCEP4/LL25X 
DNA was used to transfect 293T cells. Cleavage of SIV-
mac239gp140 into monomeric surface subunit SIVmac-
239gp120 and ectodomain SIVmac239gp41 occurred once 
the proteins were expressed in the 293T cells. Five days 
after the transfection, the culture supernatant was centri-
fuged to remove the cell debris, and the supernatant was 
transferred to new tubes. The proteins in the supernatant 
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were isolated via Protein A-Agarose beads and dialysis, and 
ELISA was performed, as shown in Figure 4.

The binding specificity of antibodies, SU24, SU343, and 
LL25X, against antigens, SIVmac239gp140, SIVmac-
239gp120, and BSA (Bovine Serum Albumin – used as a 
control), was analyzed. SU24, SU343, and LL25X were 
used as primary antibodies, and anti-human IgG-HRP was 
used as a secondary antibody. TMB solution was used for 
detection, and the plate was read at 450 nm. SU24, SU343, 
and LL25X did not bind to BSA, which was expected. SU24 
and SU343 bound to the envelope proteins gp140 and 
gp120; however, LL25X bound to gp140 but not gp120. 
ELISA determines the binding specificities of antibodies 
to antigens; however, ELISA does not reveal the specific 
location on the antigen to which the antibody binds. Fur-
ther tests were required to determine the location of where 
the binding of LL25X occurred on gp140. 

Coomassie Blue Staining was performed to determine the 
presence and quantity of proteins since the dyes bind di-
rectly to the proteins, as shown in Figure 5b. The Coo-
massie gel displayed equal loading amounts of both gp140 

and gp120. Western blotting was performed to determine 
the locations on antigens where the binding of antibodies 
occurred, such as the location where the binding of LL25X 
occurred on gp140. Figure 5a displays the immunoblotting 
of SU24, SU343, and LL25X with Anti-IgG-HRP. The gel 
confirmed successful purification of antibodies since Anti-
IgG-HRP was able to bind to all 3 antibodies. 

Figure 5b displays the binding specificity of SU24, SU343, 
and LL25X, which were used as primary antibodies, and 
anti-human IgG-HRP was used as a secondary antibody. 
The results of the Western blots supports the data received 
from ELISA. SU24 and SU343 were revealed to be gp120-
specific, and thus, bound to both gp120 and gp140, as il-
lustrated by the dark bands. LL25X was revealed to be 
gp41-specific, and thus, bound to both gp41 and gp140, as 
illustrated by the dark bands. A band is present at the 
gp140 location because not all of the gp140 was cleaved. 
LL25X binds to ectodomain gp41 that that remained a part 
of Env glycoprotein gp140. The lack of a band at the gp120 
location indicates that LL25X did not bind to the mono-
meric surface subunit gp120 of the Env glycoprotein 
gp140. The band at the gp41 location indicates that LL25X 
binds to the ectodomain gp41 of Env glycoprotein gp140.

ConClusion 

The LL25X DNA fragment was successfully cloned into the 
mammalian expression vector pCEP4 by digesting the 
LL25X PCR products and the cloning vector pCEP4 with 
KpnI and SapI, ligating the resulting LL25X insert vector 
and the resulting pCEP4 backbone vector, and transform-
ing E. coli TOP10F’ cells with the ligated product. The 
LL25X scFv fragment that was inserted and fused to the Fc 
region (CH2 + CH3) of human IgG1 in the mammalian 
expression vector pCEP4 was confirmed and verified by 
DNA sequence analysis. ELISA determined that the pro-
tein, LL25X-Fc, binds to Env glycoprotein SIVmac-
239gp140 and not monomeric surface subunit SIVmac-
239gp120. Monoclonal SIVmac239 antibodies SU24 and 
SU343 were also revealed to bind to monomeric surface 
subunit SIVmac239gp120 and Env glycoprotein SIVmac-

“ELISA determined that the protein, LL25X-Fc, binds to 
Env glycoprotein SIVmac239gp140 and not monomeric 

surface subunit SIVmac239gp120.”
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239gp140. Western blotting determined that monoclonal 
SIVmac239 antibodies SU24 and SU343 bind specifically 
to monomeric surface subunit SIVmac239gp120 of Env 
glycoprotein SIVmac239gp140. Western blotting also re-
vealed that monoclonal SIVmac239 antibody LL25X binds 
specifically to ectodomain SIVmac239gp41 of Env glyco-
protein SIVmac239gp140. Future work should be directed 
at testing the ability of SU24, SU343, and LL25X to neutral-
ize diverse SIV strains, such as the sensitive strain SIV-
mac316 and the resistant strain SIVmac239. 
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Prison sentences have long been a source of contention amongst Policymakers and 

the general Public. this PaPer examines the multifold issues of elderly incarceration 

on a fiscal, Political, and social level. the author conducts a comPrehensive cost-

benefit analysis, taking into consideration arguments both for and against elderly 

incarceration. given the disProPortionately high economic and oPPortunity costs 

of elderly incarceration as oPPosed to general incarceration, the author argues 

that Policy revisions should ensue to allow for early release Programs as well as 

more transParent Parole Practices. elderly incarceration is a derivative of the Prob-

lem of mass incarceration. although the toPic has gotten more attention in recent 

years, the gravity of the Problem is often overlooked or unbeknownst to the gen-

eral Public.

No couNtry for old meN 
An Economic Analysis of Incarcerating the Elderly  

caitlin sullivan



baCkground
The United States is widely recognized as “the land of the 
free, home of the brave,” but are we really the land that we 
say we are? What many may not recognize is that the US 
incarcerates a greater percentage of our population than 
any other nation in the world — with just 5% of the global 
population, we incarcerate one quarter of the total global 
prison population,1 and our booming prison populations 
are not dwindling any time soon. In fact, overall 
incarceration rates have increased fivefold between 1975 
and 2005.2 Figure 1 demonstrates the drastic increase in 
prison populations on a federal level. The US is struggling 
to deal with this rapidly growing prison population, and 
incarceration is comsuming a growing percentage of 
both federal and state budgets. Collectively, the national 
government spends roughly $77 billion each year to run 
our penal system, while state spending on corrections has 
grown 674% over the last 25 years.3 The issue of mass 
incarceration has called into question some of our current 
incarceration policies, specifically, the controversial issue 
of whether it is sensible to keep elderly populations that 
pose little threat to society behind bars. The question of 
incarcerating the elderly tests has become a contentious 
issue, testing the boundary between cost effectiveness and 
legal stringency in our justice system.

As the general inmate population continues to skyrocket, 
the growth rate in the number of inmates that can be 
categorized as elderly has increased at a disproportionately 
rapid rate. Figure 2 below4 demonstrates the growth rate in 
the number of prisoners aged 50 and older, in comparison 
with to a general prison population growth rate of roughly 
40% in the US (and an average of 34% in the Southern 
states). The rising population of incarcerated people 

age 50 and older has resulted in a noticeable presence, 
comprising over 17% of the total prison population.5 It 
is also important to note that this growth rate does not 
lessen when tighter parameters are imposed; according to 
a study done by Harrison & Beck, the inmate population 
over the age of 55 nearly doubled in size between 1995 
and 2003.6 The economic burden of caring for this ever-
growing elderly inmate population has sparked petitions 
for changes in public policy, namely, the implementation 
of early release programs. In examining the economic and 
social implications of such a public policy adjustment, it 
is important to examine all the conceivable effects and 
externalities, including the monetary costs of incarcerating 
the elderly, the likelihood of recidivism or repeated crime, 
the moral implications of early release versus sustained 
imprisonment, and the tangible and intangible costs of 
crime to society.

There are a variety of reasons for the booming elderly 
prison populations that the United States faces. The 
“tough on crime” mentality coupled with the “war on 
drugs” policies of the 1980s and 1990s resulted in stricter 
incarceration policies, such as the “three strikes you’re 
out” rule, sentencing many to a life behind bars. These 
reforms were largely successful, and crime plunged as 
more criminals were removed from society. According to 
WSJ author Jason Riley, the 1990s saw declines of between 
23% and 44% for homicide, rape, robbery-aggravated 
assault, burglary, auto theft, and larceny. However, as 

figure 1: us and state federal Prison PoPulation, 
1925-2014 (Courtesy of Bureau oF jusTice sTaTisTic)

figure 2: groWth of Prisoners in southern states 
by age (1997-2006). toP: PerCent inCrease for 
Prisoners age 50 & older; bottom: PerCent inCrease 
for all Prisoners (Courtesy of The us deparTmenT 
oF jusTice)
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criminals were swept off the street, it was penal systems of 
the United States that absorbed the blow.7 

Additionally, the creation of mandatory minimum 
sentencing guidelines resulted in thousands of prolonged 
and uncompromising sentences. These umbrella 
sentences were primarily implemented for drug offenses, 
although Congress has enacted them for a variety of other 
reasons such as economic and arms-related offenses. 
Mandatory minimum sentences have undermined the 
ability of judges to fit the punishment to the circumstances 
of the crime and the offender, resulting in overcrowding 
and longer sentences. Specifically, the number of prisoners 
serving life sentences has steadily increased over the last 
few decades, as shown Figure 3. 

Just as the first wave of baby boomers born in 1946 (now 
approaching 70 years of age) once crowded public institu-
tions such as school systems, they continue to present fis-
cal and overcrowding problems for prisons. According to 
the American Civil Liberties Union, the tally of prisoners 
age 55 or older throughout the country has reached approx-
imately 125,000. This number has grown precipitously, as 
there were fewer than 8,900 prisoners age 55 and older in 
1981. By 2030, estimates predict this elderly prison popu-
lation to increase to over 400,000, a 4,400% increase over 
a mere 50 year timespan.8

In this paper, I will outline the high economic and 
opportunity costs of incarceration for the elderly as well 
as the roots of these high costs. I will then outline the 
low risks of recidivism for elderly ex-convict populations 
and compare this to the perceived societal costs of crime, 
taking into account a variety of tangible and intangible 
factors. Next, I will consider some of the ethical arguments, 
incorporating an analysis of some of the current parole 
practices. Lastly, I will conclude with an examination into 
some of the recent policy revisions in light of the discussed 
issues, and culminate my research with personal insight 
into potentially beneficial revisionary practices. 

high CosTs of inCarCEraTion
While incarceration is expensive in itself, incarceration 
of the elderly is disproportionately so. The cost of 
incarcerating someone aged 50 or older is two to five times 
the cost of incarcerating someone 49 and younger.9 A 
study from the National Institute of Corrections estimated 
that the United States spends a minimum of $16 billion 
annually on incarcerating the upwards of 250,000 inmates 

age 50 and older.10  This lofty price tag exceeds the majority 
of other federal expenditures by category, including that of 
the Federal Department of Education.11 

According to a report by the American Civil Liberties 
Union (ii), it costs an average of $34,135 annually to house 
the average prisoner, compared to an average of $68,270 
to house a prisoner age 50 or older. One of the main 
reasons for such a difference in cost is the prevalence of 
medical ailments amongst the elderly population, which 
is only exacerbated by the often stressful and unpleasant 
prison environment. Such high levels of stress can lead 
to a variety of negative physiological reactions, including 
nervousness, anxiety and hypertension.12 According to one 
study, in 1997, age ws directly related to the percentage 
of all state prisoners who reported any type of medical 
condition. Whereas only 24% of prisoners age 24 and 
younger reported a medical ailment, that number rose to 
48% in prisoners age 45 and older.13 The lack of personnel 
with extensive medical knowledge staffed in these prisons 
often exacerbates these ailments which could otherwise 
have been easily treated with specialized care. Although 
incarceration facilities could hire personnel trained in 
geriatric care, it is unlikely that they would be able to do 
so without simultaneously having to increase wages. 
Because disease and illness (Alzheimer’s, diabetes, heart 
conditions, etc.) runs rampant in elderly communities, 
many prisons have no choice but to send these elderly 
inmates to receive off-site treatment on account of the 
lack of adequate care at the prisons, adding an array of 
expenses including transportation, specialized treatment, 
and staff supervision costs.

figure 3: number of PeoPle serving life sentenCes, 
1984-2012. (Courtesy of The senTencing projecT)
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Perhaps one of the largest costs incurred by prison facili-
ties in caring for these ill inmates is the rapidly increasing 
price of drugs and medication. In their WSJ article, Loftus 
and Fields outline the pressing issue of the hyper-expen-
sive Hepatitis C medications. According to their survey of 
the Department of Corrections in 50 states, only 34 states 
had data a total of over 100,000 inmates with the condi-
tion. Treating Hepatitis C costs thousands of dollars per 
patient, and with such a large prison population with this 
ailment, costs for prisons run very high.   As a result, most 
prisons have implemented a rationing system, in which 
only the sickest populations receive the treatment. Accord-
ing to the same survey from the Department of Correc-
tions, only 3.4% of inmates received treatment with a new, 
more than 90% effective drug for Hepatitis C. The treat-
ment can range from $54,000-$94,000 per person for the 
typical 12 week course of treatment. . Consequently, the 
cost for treating even the most ill prisoners is incredibly 
high; if only 10% of the 100,000 inmates with the condi-
tion received treatment, it would still cost prisons, at mini-
mum, $540,000,000.14 

Despite the arguments that early release of these elderly 
inmates would slash the costs incurred by our nation’s 
penal systems, many argue that implementing such early 
release programs would merely deduct from one expense 
and add to another. That is, many propose that such elderly 
populations who have ostensibly been out of the workforce 
for quite some time will have little savings or income to 
rely on, and consequently will turn to federal aid programs 
such as Medicaid and subsidized housing. However, a 
report from the ACLU estimates from a statistical analysis 
of current data that each elderly prisoner released will save 
states more than $66,000 per year, including in their 
analysis healthcare, parole, and other public benefits.15 Part 
of their reasoning is based upon the statistic that anywhere 
from 63% to 88% of elderly released prisoners live with 
a family member or friend, thereby reducing their need 
for government assistance and lessening the economic 
burden on the government.16 It is likely, however, that 
those inmates who do not have family or friends to rely on 
will turn to the government for aid.

oPPorTuniTy CosT of inCarCEraTion 

Opportunity cost is a key principle of economics, and 
it would be remiss not to incorporate this perhaps non-
obvious consideration into the analysis. When civilians 
are incarcerated for years and decades at a time, they 

are withdrawn from society; any skills, talents, and 
working productivity that they could have contributed to 
the workforce, had they not been incarcerated, are void. 
Consequently, there is an inherent opportunity cost when 
potential labor force contributors are removed from society 
and locked behind bars. 

However, the opportunity costs of incarceration are not 
only relevant to society, but also pertinent to the individual 
incarcerated person as well. For incarcerated individuals, 
the years spent behind bars represent thousands of dollars 
not only in lost earnings, but also lost future earning 
potential. By age 45, individuals who have not been 
incarcerated are expected to make $41,000 more on an 
annual basis than individuals who have been incarcerated 
at some point in their lives. The discrepancy in earnings 
only widens as individuals age, as demonstrated in 
the Figure 4. The loss in earnings as a result of being 
incarcerated can be attributed to a variety of factors. 
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, those who 
have never been incarcerated obtain on average 2.3 more 
years of education than those who have. Additionally, the 
opportunity cost of missed work experience as well as the 
gravity of a criminal history severely impacts the ability 
of ex-convicts to obtain a job. According to a recent study 
amongst black job candidates, only 5% of applicants with 
a criminal record were called back for an interview, as 
opposed to 14% with no criminal record. Amongst white 
candidates, 17% of applicants with a criminal record were 
called back, whereas 34% with no criminal record were 
called back, also highlighting the inequitable impact that 
race has on employment.17

figure 4: median annual earnings for those 
inCarCerated vs those not inCarCerated (Courtesy 
of The hamiLTon projecT)
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“By age 45, individuals who have not been incarcerated 
are expected to make $41,000 more on an annual basis 

than individuals who have been incarcerated 
at some point in their lives.”

risk of rECidivism and ovErall soCiETal 
CosTs and EffECTs
Perhaps one of the principal sources of contention 
amongst the public is the fear that these aging inmates 
will commit crimes upon release. However, statistical 
analysis illustrates the drastic drop-off in crime rates as 
former offenders age. In his study, Samuel Roberts says 
that only 6.4% of inmates released at age 50 or over 
returned to prison with new convictions – this number 
drops even lower to 4% for those released at age 65 or 
older.18 Additionally, many of these recidivisms stem 
from marginal missteps, such as missing meetings with 
a parole officer, as parole officers have discretion over the 
punishment received and may choose to turn the case 
over to a judge for review. This number is exceedingly low 
compared to a recidivism rate of 40-60% amongst the 
general prison population.19 

Furthermore, the elderly pose little risk for disruptive 
behavior amongst inmate populations. The following 
table demonstrates the significantly lower instances of 
disruptive behavior among elderly inmates as opposed 
to various other categories of inmates.20 Although this 
elderly population has the lowest likelihood of exhibiting 
destructive behavior (to themselves or to others), this 
group is at a high risk for victimization within prison 
systems, second only to inmates with mental illnesses.

Despite this empirical evidence, many deem the costs of 
crime too great to risk repeat offenses, thus deeming it 
more beneficial to fund the government’s incarceration ef-
forts through their taxpayer dollars. The over 23 million 
criminal offenses that were committed in 2007 in the US 
resulted in nearly $15 billion in tangible economic losses 
to the victims, plus an additional $179 billion in govern-
ment expenditures for corrections, police protection, and 
judicial and legal activities, funded by taxpayer dollars.21

Indeed, there are many direct and indirect costs associated 
with crime. Direct costs include victim costs, opportunity 

costs of lost earning potential and overall contribution to 
the economy, and criminal justice system costs, which 
have been previously outlined. There are also indirect 
costs, or intangible costs. Such intangible costs accounted 
for in the data below include indirect losses suffered by the 
victims, such as pain and suffering, psychological distress, 
as well as decreased quality of life.  Although tangible costs 
(i.e. direct economic expenses incurred by victims) may be 
more straightforward to calculate, McCollister (et al.) de-
scribes a methodology he uses to calculate the intangible, 
or indirect, costs of crimes, known as the compensation 
method. This method uses jury award data from personal 
injury trials to measure the corresponding dollar value of 
pain, suffering, and psychological distress that may be in-
curred by the victim of a criminal offense. Essentially, the 
intangible costs are calculated by subtracting the victim’s 
direct economic loss (medical expenses, lost earnings, etc.) 
from the jury’s total award. Multivariate regression models 
are then used to predict the proportion of these costs that 
can be attributed to pain and suffering in a jury award. 
Figure 5 depicts the exorbitantly high costs of various of-
fenses, taking into consideration both tangible and intan-
gible costs to victims

Many critics of early release policies argue that prison can 
reduce the cost of crime to society in more ways than just   
keeping criminals off the streets. Leading criminologists 
argue that prison, a severe repercussion for committing 
crimes, creates a general deterrence that keeps some 
people from committing crimes that otherwise might 
have. Criminologists also refer to a concept known as 
specific deterrence, in which the experience of prison 
makes previous offenders want to avoid recidivism at all 
costs, and thus refrain from engaging in crimes. 

The high societal costs associated with crimes as well as 
strong moral objections to releasing criminals early on 
account of sympathy, fiscal constraints, or overcrowding 
has sparked controversy and social unrest in many 
communities. Various states (including Michigan, 
Colorado, Illinois, and California) have attempted to 
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reduce their prison populations through enacting early 
release programs, and have been welcomed by a wave of 
resistance. Many of these programs have been met with 
backlash, forcing some states to reduce or even suspend 
their programs. For example, in California, a non-profit 
group entitled “Crime Victims United of California” (often 
referred to as CVUC) went so far so as to sue the state on 
account of their early release law (Senate Bill X3 18), which 
they claim violates California’s Victim’s Bill of Rights 
Act. Specifically, the advocate group contends that SBX3 
18 undermines their right “to prevent the early release 
of felons,” which appears in the California constitution, 
and violates the clause that prohibits the legislature from 
releasing prisoners early on account of overcrowding 
and fiscal problems – which are ostensibly the impetuses 
behind the early release program. 

Despite this opposition, changes in policy have occurred 
on a national level. For example, President Obama re-
leased hundreds of inmates and pressed for less austere 
sentencing guidelines. As of October 2016, Obama had in-
dividually commuted the sentences of nearly 800 federal 
inmates, which is more than the previous 11 presidents 
combined.22 Obama expressed his negative view on the is-
sue of mass  incarceration, stating in a 2015 address, “Our 
nation is being robbed of men and women who could be 
workers and taxpayers, could be more actively involved in 
their children’s lives, could be role models, could be com-

munity leaders.” Additionally, in April 2014, the United 
States Sentencing Commission voted unanimously to re-
duce the penalties for many nonviolent drug crimes, also 
adding that these guidelines could be applied retroactively 
to many inmates serving long drug sentences. These new 
guidelines allow prisoners to ask federal judges to reassess 
their sentences. An analysis of their behavior in prison as 
well as their likelihood to act out violently if released are 
all factors that are assessed before any inmate is deemed 
eligible for early release. According to the United States 
Sentencing Commission, this amendment will reduce 
penalties by an average of 11 months for 70% of drug traf-
ficking offenders. Additionally, over 40,000 incarcerated 
offenders could be eligible to retroactively reduce their 
sentences by an average of 25 months.23 

Furthermore, action has been taken on a federal level 
against mandatory minimum sentences. The Justice De-
partment has ordered prosecutors to refrain from charg-
ing low-level, nonviolent drug offenders without connec-
tion to gangs or drug organizations with offenses carrying 
severe mandatory minimum sentences.24 Such policy revi-
sions have been implemented with the hope of curtailing 
the pervasiveness of chronic incarceration as well as de-
creasing the number of elderly that are incarcerated. 

EThiCal ConsidEraTions
These policy revisions have been sparked for more than 
just fiscal reasons, however. Many claim that while it 
makes little sense economically to keep elderly populations 
in prison, it is also unethical to keep them behind bars for 
a crime that they committed decades ago. The executive 
director of the Correctional Association of New York 
comments on this very notion, saying, “The continued 
imprisonment of a group of people who have significantly 
aged out of crime, who pose little public safety risk and 
could in fact contribute to our communities, expresses 
clearly the revenge principle. It tells us that for some 
people - especially people of color - growth and change 
do not entitle you to a second chance.” Some criticize our 
nation’s federal prison system as a punishment paradigm 
of sorts, which “criminalizes social vulnerability such as 
poverty and mental illness, and tells people that despite 
your best efforts at making amends, you are no better than 
your very worst moment.”25 

Additionally, the fact that many inmates are denied parole 
with no explanation adds to the moral culpability of this 

figure 5: total (tangible Plus intangible) Per 
offense Cost for different Crimes in 2008 dollars.   
(Courtesy of mCCollister et al.)
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“Even inmates with exemplary behavior in prison who 
wait years for the opportunity to be granted parole can 
be denied—and with no transparency into the board’s 

decision making, they are never given a reason.”
seemingly retributive system. Currently, more than 10% 
of inmates are serving a life sentence, and thus have little 
to no hope of ever reintegrating into the outside world.26 
However, it is not just inmates serving life sentences who 
are being denied parole. Even inmates with exemplary 
behavior in prison who wait years for the opportunity to be 
granted parole can be denied — and with no transparency 
into the board’s decision making, they are never given 
a reason. According to a recent report, the average daily 
cost of a former prisoner on parole is only about $7.50, yet 
thousands of inmates are being turned away from early 
release despite faultless behavior in prison.27 According 
to the Correctional Association of New York, only 20% of 
people who appear before the Parole Board for a general 
assessment of eligibility for parole are released from 
prison, despite having served the minimum sentence for 
their respective crimes. In New York alone, over 10,000 
inmates are denied parole each year.28 

CurrEnT PoliCy rEvisions & ConClusion
Despite the policy changes that have begun to unfold in 
various parts of the country, the United States as a nation 
is far from reaching a solution to the problem of elderly 
incarceration. For example, the Attorneys General’s 
“Smart on Crime” initiative, which strives to release 
eligible inmates early, has largely proved too restrictive to 
affect any type of noteworthy change in early release policy. 
The Department imposed strict eligibility requirements 
(which included that inmates be age 65 or older), leading 
to only a handful of inmates being granted early release. 
Even with the advent of some of these early release 
programs, there are thousands of elderly inmates with no 
hopes of seeing freedom in the limited time on earth that 
they have left. Although the risk of repeated crime and 
recidivism plummets as individuals age, the relative cost 
of incarcerating them skyrockets, as age-related expenses 
accrue. Consequently, a simple cost-benefit analysis 
demonstrates that as inmates age, incarceration becomes 
more and more costly and less and less beneficial.  

Looking beyond the emotional aspects of the issue, the 
empirical evidence shows that by releasing some of these 
elderly inmates who pose little threat to society, both state 
and federal government could save billions on their prison 
expenditures. Rather than funneling money into a system 
that favors retribution over restoration, the United States 
has the power to redirect taxpayer dollars into efforts that 
are capable of affecting positive change in our society – 
rather than ‘teaching a lesson’ to an inmate who committed 
a petty crime fifty years ago and was caught in the tough on 
crime environment of the ‘80s. 

It is almost guaranteed that policymakers will face 
criticism whether or not they choose to implement early 
release programs. Crime is undoubtedly a sensitive topic 
amongst the general public, and society is risk averse. 
However, when continued imprisonment means billions 
of taxpayer dollars directed towards elderly inmates with 
a low likelihood of repeat crime, more harm than good 
is created. Although incarceration facilities should not 
release inmates solely based on their age, policymakers 
can create successful early release programs centered on 
an analysis of the individual offender to create a more 
equitable and economically efficient world. 
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With the rise of religious fundamentalist movements and the endurance of restric-

tive marriage laWs, it appears that previously accepted Western theories such as secu-

larization and feminism have begun to lose their general applicability and validity 

in the modern World. in order to adequately address this issue, it is crucial to exam-

ine the context in Which these Western theories Were initially developed, taking into 

account the developmental and consequential failures of the “secularization the-

sis,” as Well as the construction of Western feminism and its limitations in the mus-

lim World. by contextualizing the birth of these tWo concepts, addressing their 

limitations, re-contextualizing them Within the muslim World, and offering diverse 

academic perspectives on the issues, this paper seeks to better ascertain the nuanced 

religious, cultural, and identity-related elements that underlie the unsuccessful 

incorporation of these Western concepts into the muslim World.  

Confronting Cultural imperialism 
Limitations of Secularization and Western Feminism

emma hoWe

in the Muslim World



inTroduCTion
One of the most puzzling issues facing society today is the 
claim that certain “progressive” Western paradigms, i.e. 
secularization and feminism, have lost their validity due to 
failures to take root in the Muslim world. In order to 
properly address this issue, it is crucial to examine the 
context in which these Western theories were initially 
developed, taking into account the development and 
consequential failures of the “secularization thesis” and 
the limitations of the second wave feminist movement in 
the Muslim world. The Western narrative of Islam is 
largely shaped by Western media, which tends to portray 
the religion as unfairly biased in terms of gender issues 
and its implicit assumptions of the inferiority of women. 
Yet, when taking into account the views of many prominent 
Muslim intellectuals, especially those who highlight the 
importance of the large gap between what Islam stands for 
and what the social reality is in the Arab world, particularly 
in terms of secularism and the status of women, the 
alleged incompatibility of Islam with these Western 
constructs becomes unclear. 

The belief that secularization is simply the natural and in-
evitable result of modernization—i.e. that the entire world 
will be rid of religion as it progresses—seems to be in-
creasingly unlikely in the modern world. In fact, according 
to Professor Peter Berger of Boston University, the process 
of secularization, which mainly concerns a decline of the 
social significance of religion is now proving to be false.1 
In recent years, this “secularization thesis” has failed to 

reflect society, especially when considering the increas-
ingly salient role that Islam has played in the Arab world. 
The main issue here is that since a major component of 
Islam deals with how society should be managed and regu-
lated via Sharia law, secularization comes not just as relin-
quishing legal social control, but also implies renouncing 
a substantial part of Islamic doctrine, one that teaches that 
all aspects of human private and social life equally repre-
sent God’s will.  This is what makes secularization so com-
plex and limiting in the Arab world, as it entails the re-
structuring of the entire Islamic identity and culture. 

Secularization renounces the holistic character of Islamic 
teaching, and thereby derails a great number of social 
norms and regulations declared to be God’s law. In fact, 
some Muslim scholars even suggest that when Islam be-
comes entangled with Western theories such as seculariza-
tion, the Arab world succumbs to Gharbzadegi (or “West-
struckness”). The famous Iranian writer and scholar Jalal 
Al-e Ahmad argues that if the Arab world were to “contin-
ue to behave as Westerners superficially” then it would be 
seen as “the donkey who posed as a lion and ended up be-
ing eaten by one,” revealing the perceived dangers of sur-
rendering to the Western standard that would surely incite 
social alienation and eventual self-destruction.2 Since secu-
larization in the Arab world entails the reimagining of Is-
lam and its transformation “to a shell of its religious phi-
losophy,” it seems very unlikely that the secularization 
thesis will hold and continue to be viewed in high regard 
in the future.3 

Similarly, Western intellectual feminists have often found 
serious issues with Islam due to its discrimination of gen-
der and its implicit assumptions of the inferiority of wom-
en. Often failing to acknowledge the gap between Western 
and Muslim social realities for women, these elites often 
see feminism in a reductionist manner.4 Because femi-
nism in the Middle East is not an idea that arose indige-
nously, but rather one that came to the Arab world exter-
nally, many Muslim women have come to see the 
movement as a new sort of colonialism that overgeneral-
izes women’s rights. Thus, in order to fully grasp what 
feminism means in the Arab world, one must first under-
stand the limitations of Western feminism, following the 
transplantation of the concept into a “Middle Eastern, pre-
dominantly Islamic environment, and its different inter-
pretations in the locally different cultures of the Middle 
East.”5 Though many Western feminists argue that Islam 
is simply incompatible with feminism, others believe that 
Western feminist movements have laid the framework for 

a Protester Waving the tusinian flag during the 
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the development of a new sort of feminism, one that takes 
into account issues surrounding Islam and Sharia law. 

When viewing Western feminism in this context, it seems 
that two crucial factors are at play: first, the Arab world 
seems to have increasingly complex cultural traditions re-
garding women, and second, the society’s attitudes and 
relationship toward the origin of feminism are problem-
atic as the concept comes from the Western world. Lelia 
Ahmed, an Egyptian American writer on Islam and Islam-
ic feminism, states in her book Women and Gender in Is-
lam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate that “since the late 
nineteenth century, when feminist ideas first began to 
gain currency in the Middle East, a Middle Eastern soci-
ety’s formal stand on the position of women has often 
been perhaps the most sensitive index of the society’s atti-
tude to the West—its openness to, or its rejection of West-
ern civilization.”6

Since both secularization and Western feminism have had 
similar impacts on the Arab world, it is useful to examine 
the initial development of each concept and the reasons 
prohibiting their successful indoctrination into the Arab 
world. By first contextualizing the indigenous birth of 
these two concepts, addressing their limitations, re-contex-
tualizing them within the Arab world, and offering diver-
gent academic perspectives on the issues, this paper seeks 
to better identify the nuanced religious, cultural, and iden-
tity elements that underlie the unsuccessful incorporation 
of these Western concepts into the Arab world.      

rEThinking ThE sECularizaTion ThEsis
Failures and Limitations of the Secularization Thesis in The 
Arab World

Throughout the nineteenth century, many believed the 
world to be progressing in a linear manner that would ul-
timately lead to a complete separation of religion from the 
public sphere. As this discourse spread throughout the 
world during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, its 
developers, i.e. the vanguard social thinkers of the time 
such as Auguste Comte, Herbert Spencer, Karl Marx, and 
Sigmund Freud, argued “that religion would gradually 
fade in importance and cease to be significant with the ad-
vent of industrial society.”7 This secularization thesis was 
not a new concept, however, as leading intellectual figures 
had been postulating that religious practices were simply 
products of the past that would soon be surpassed in the 
modern era ever since the Age of Enlightenment. As point-

ed out by scholar John L. Esposito, modernization and de-
velopment theory had postulated for decades that “the de-
velopment of modern states and societies required 
Westernization and secularization” and that religion would 
thereby become restricted to private life.8 

Stemming from what appeared to be clear evidence of 
secularization in Western Europe after the Second World 
War, “the death of religion was the conventional wisdom in 
the social sciences during most of the twentieth century.”9 
American sociologist C. Wright Mills, a staunch propo-
nent of the thesis, argued that the secularization was un-
equivocally sweeping across the globe in the twentieth cen-
tury, loosening the dominance of the sacred and that “in 
due course, the sacred [would] disappear altogether except, 
possibly, in the private realm.”10 Yet despite the rapid de-
Christianization of Europe in the late twentieth century, 
the fervor for secularization did not spread to other areas 
of the world. In fact, much of the world, the Middle East in 
particular, was starting to see a great resurgence of religion 
instead. This increasing religiosity became even more pro-
nounced after the Iranian Revolution of 1979, which 
brought with it the rise of “Islamic fundamentalism” and 
various other forms of religious nationalism, serving to 
further entangle Islam within the public sphere. 

Islam complicates the secularization thesis because the 
Quran is seen as the source of ultimate legislature and 
serves to link religion and the public sphere. This can be 
seen, for example, in Saudi Arabia’s very strict public con-
nection between Islam, politics, economics, and other ar-
eas of society. Even greater evidence stems from the fact 
that the nation is called the “Holy House of Muslims” as it 
contains the two holiest mosques in the Islamic world: 
Masjid al-Haram in Mecca, destination of the annual Hajj 
pilgrimage, and Medina’s Masjid an-Nabawi, burial site of 
the prophet Muhammad.  Thus, Saudi Arabia is also the 
perfect example of the failures of secularization to take 
root in the Muslim world. In Saudi Arabia, Sharia law is a 
source of the state’s rule and legislature, as it places Is-
lamic rules at the forefront of public life and society, which 
goes directly against the supposition that modernization 
necessitates the complete separation of religion from the 
public sphere.

On the other end of the spectrum, Turkey, one of the only 
nations in the Muslim world to have successfully “secular-
ized,” is now seeing numerous attempts to reject secular-
ism in favor of Islam. Modern Turkish politics reveals the 
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struggle between religion and secularism, as Islamic par-
ties have tried to fight for a return to religious law by rein-
stating Islam in the state’s secular constitution in recent 
years. Secularism in Turkey has been widely contested by 
various Muslim intellectuals, especially regarding its ori-
gins, as it came about as a sort of radical fundamental 
secularization over all aspects of life without taking into 
consideration the demands of a large number of Turkish 
people who refused to live without Islamic rules. For na-
tions like Turkey, “secularism is not simply the separation 
of religion and politics but, as past and current history 
demonstrates, an anti-religious and anticlerical belief.”11

These two examples highlight the failures and limitations 
of the secularization thesis in the Muslim world, illustrat-
ing the complex relationship between secularism and Is-
lam in countries like Saudi Arabia and Turkey. While the 
former takes hardline stances against secularization, the 
latter, which initially embraced secularization in its efforts 
to modernize, is now experiencing great backlash from the 
Islamic religious groups and political parties. This in-
crease in religious fundamentalism has now opened the 
doors for challenging other Arab secular regimes, includ-
ing Egypt, Algeria, Syria, Iraq, and Sudan, perhaps signify-
ing the need for a new teleological paradigm.12 

Re-Contextualizing Secularization in The Arab World

In contrast to the nineteenth century, when many believed 
secularization to be inevitable and inextricably linked with 
modernization, today’s world is now seeing the increasing 
incidence of religious fundamentalism in the world, espe-
cially in the Middle East, as evidence for the unraveling of 
this thesis. While the conventional wisdom of the nine-
teenth and early twentieth century was that religion would 
become a solely private affair, the ideology has been widely 
contested in much of the Arab world today. Thus, it seems 
the resurgence of Islam in Muslim politics and society has 
triggered, what John L. Esposito has called, a “retreat from 
the secular path.”13  

For over three decades, the Muslim world has seen the rise 
of Islam in public life in newly created Islamic states and 
republics, as well as from mainstream political and social 
movements and in major jihadist movements. The global 
political resurgence of religion has challenged, and per-
haps even discredited, the theory of secularization. The 
debunking of secular paradigms has been particularly sa-
lient in the Islamic world with the occurrences such as the 
Iranian revolution, the emergence of new Islamic repub-

lics in Iran, Afghanistan and Sudan, and the use of Islam 
by Muslim governments and opposition movements.14  
Though some Muslim critics speak of the collapse or bank-
ruptcy of secularism and the need to replace it with reli-
giously based states, others seek to modify secularism by 
placing it in a more religious, pluralistic framework.

Proponents of secularization have often viewed it as the 
only means to promote tolerance, pluralism and fairness 
in a society by ensuring that the government is not domi-
nated by any one religious ideology. As Talal Asad warns, 
however, secularism does not necessarily guarantee peace 
and tolerance, despite its roots in the liberal Enlighten-
ment movement. Asad warns that “a secular state does not 
guarantee toleration,” but rather “puts into play different 
structures of ambition and fear” where the law never seeks 
to eliminate violence since its object is always to regulate 
violence.15 This negative view of secularism has led many 
Muslims, and Islamists in particular, to cast out secular-
ism as stemming from a completely foreign, inaccessible  
idealolgy imposed on the Arab world by colonial powers. 
Putting religious fundamentalism in stark contrast to sec-
ularism, Islamists have constructed an ideal model reflect-
ing religious principles guiding the Ummah (community) 
in all areas of life, aspiring to renege on traditional Islamic 
society and values. 

In response to these issues, the renowned judge and Arab 
historian Tariq al-Bishri presents several reasons why all 
Muslims should reject the idea that modernization and 
secularization are inextricably linked. Citing Muhammad 
Ali’s “so-called” secular regime in Egypt, Bishri argues that 
Ali’s regime was not purely secular, but rather it took as-
pects of military science and technology from Europe to 
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“Thus, until the day comes when a genuine state based 
off Islamic consultation (shura) principles is established, 

the next best option is to implement secular democratic 
regimes, as such regimes abide by the rules of reason.”

aid an essentially Islamic political entity. He believes that 
the non-sectarian Islamic movement started in response 
to the “geographically-based secular nationalist move-
ment,” which allowed it to grow until there was a clear split 
between “an inherited and revitalized Islam and a newly-
arrived secularism.”16 This initial split, according to Al-
Bishri, has amounted to a fully entrenched “war of ideas” 
between the two sides to this day.

Though many see little hope for the secularization of the 
Arab world, others still believe the concept of secularism 
itself can be re-contextualized and reinterpreted within the 
modern Arab world. In fact, several prominent Islamic in-
tellectuals and activists such as Abdullahi Ahmed An-
Na‘im and Rachid al-Ghannouchi have dedicated their 
lives to demonstrating the complex relationship between 
the theory and the political and historical aspects of the 
Islamic tradition within modern states. Ghannouchi, in 
particular, emphasizes that a major issue underlying the 
secularization of the Muslim world is that fundamental-
ism and secularism are almost always pitted against each 
other. Ghannouchi argues that authoritarian secular gov-
ernments take the worst of secularist doctrine and use it as 
a weapon against Islamists by equating Islam with extrem-
ism and secularism with democracy. Paradoxically, this of-
ten results in the secular regimes themselves serving as 
impediments “to the preservation and development of 
civil society.”17 Ghannouchi contrasts an ideal, Islamic civil 
society with that of “pseudo-secular” and “pseudo-mod-
ern” regimes, linking secularism with liberalism and high-
lighting the factors of Western secularism that serve to 
undermine society, “i.e. violence, crime, isolation and lack 
of trust and cooperation between neighbors.”18 Thus, 
Ghannouchi claims that the process of secularization is 
inextricably linked with liberalism, which he sees as an 
outlet for selfishness, greed, and individualism to grow 
from its distinctly western roots.19 By separating the doc-
trine of secularism from the Western roots of seculariza-
tion, Ghannouchi rejects the common assumption that 
religion leads to violence and extremism in favor of a toler-

ant, pluralistic Islamic world where religion is closely 
linked to both the public and private sphere. 

Though it seems that a state based on religious principles 
as well as pluralistic tendencies is perhaps the best adapta-
tion of secularism in the Middle East, Ghannouchi and 
many other prominent Muslim intellectuals recognize that 
this ideal regime will be very difficult if not impossible to 
achieve under current circumstances. Thus, until the day 
comes when a genuine state based off Islamic consultation 
(shura) principles is established, the next best option is to 
implement secular democratic regimes, as such regimes 
abide by the rule of reason and are less harmful than des-
potic systems of government.20 

An Intellectual Conversation: Berger vs Berger

Up until the 1980s and early 1990s, many social scientists 
believed that the modern world was becoming increasingly 
less religious. Renowned theologian Peter Berger was 
particularly influential in the development of this 
“secularization thesis,” which is quite astonishing as he is 
now one of the most adamant challengers of the paradigm. 
In 1974, Berger began to refute some of his previous 
suppositions about secularization, arguing it was a mistake 
to assume that modernization necessitates a global decline 
in religiosity.21  

In the late 1960s, Berger had made two very important 
contributions to the secularization thesis: first, he argued 
for the “increased rationalization of the world,” and sec-
ond, he promoted the impact of the pluralization of life 
worlds22 on the “plausibility of religious belief systems.”23  
Berger’s 1963 essay on the Israelite prophets was especial-
ly crucial in sowing the seeds of rationalist monotheism in 
the Old Testament, building upon the framework that Max 
Weber and Robert Merton had laid out for secularization 
by supposing that Judaism, Christianity and Protestantism 
had inadvertently “nurtured the seeds of their own de-
cline.”24 He also asserted that there was no way for the 
world to modernize while maintaining a religious attitude 
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in the public sphere due to the conflicting nature of plural-
ism and the natural progression of tolerance. Berger is 
also quick to address the political and social consequences 
of cultural diversity. He claims that if the modernizing 
state must encompass diversity, it logically follows that it 
must become increasingly accepting towards religious di-
versity in the private sphere in order to avoid high levels of 
social conflict. This relegating of religion to the private 
sphere, Berger asserts, is the only way for a society to prop-
erly incorporate and accept many competing religions 
without biasedly imposing one on its people. 

Years later, however, Berger repudiated his earlier claims 
of the linear progressivity of secularization, arguing 
instead that “the world today, with some exceptions … is as 
furiously religious as it ever was, and in some places more 
so than ever.”25 Berger thinks that due to the failure of 
intellectual elites to recognize the limitations of their 
theory in areas of the world other than Europe, the “whole 
body of literature by historians and social scientists loosely 
labeled ‘secularization theory’ is essentially mistaken.” 
With the rise of religious fundamentalism in the world 
and public sphere, Berger believes there must be some 
factors preventing the success of the secularization thesis 
in the Muslim world. 

Berger also reflects on his contributions to the development 
of the secularization thesis, claiming that secularization is 
inherently flawed because of its predominately Western 
origins and is “essentially a globalization of the Enlightened 
intelligentsia of Europe.” This is problematic because the 
intelligentsia consists mostly of a non-representative 
minority of elite thinkers who at the time were ignorant of 
the mass support for religion in the Arab world. Berger 
claims that it was their failure to take into account the 

distinct cultural and religious differences of Islam that 
ultimately led to the demise of the secularization thesis. 

Berger goes on to describe how his only visit to Iran oc-
curred in 1976, two years prior to the Iranian revolution, 
and though all of the intellectuals he met were opposed to 
the shah and expected a revolution, none of them thought 
this revolution would actually succeed. About the same 
time, his wife, who was lecturing in Turkey and on her way 
through Istanbul, noticed green flags flying from houses 
and storefronts.26 She asked her host, an enlightened uni-
versity professor, whether these flags signified a resur-
gence of Islam. He replied, “Not at all, they are just put up 
by migrants from the provinces, ignorant people, who will 
never have much of an influence.”27 Thus, the dismissive 
reaction of intellectual elites to religious fundamentalist 
movements allowed for the creation of an intense division 
between the westernized, secularized elite and the more 
obdurately religious general public. 

Berger ultimately concludes that though fundamentalism 
is destructive for democracy, it is crucial to recognize that 
there exist both religious and secular fundamentalists in 
the world. Both are unwilling to question their assump-
tions and tend to be militant, aggressive, and contemptu-
ous of anyone whose thought differs from theirs. Berger 
points out that “there are fundamentalists of one stripe 
who think that religious tyranny is around the corner if a 
Christmas tree is erected on public property,” while there 
are fundamentalists of the other stripe who believe that the 
nation is about to sink into moral anarchy if the Ten Com-
mandments are removed from a courtroom.28  Thus, Berg-
er believes that the secularization thesis has seen its last 
days and that the root of its failure stems from the negli-
gence of intellectual elites to recognize increasing notions 
of religiosity in areas of the world such as the Middle East. 
Perhaps it is now more accurate to say that the Western 
world is the exception to a new type of theological thesis, 
rather than to say that the Muslim world is the exception to 
the secularization thesis.

rEThinking wEsTErn fEminism
Limitations of Western Feminism in the Arab World
Second-wave Western feminism began in the 1960s and 
was characterized by the formation of active networks of 
women’s groups in the United States and parts of Europe. 
Its inception is often dated from the publication of Betty 
Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique in 1963, in which Friedan 
calls for a feminist revolution that “had to be fought 
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because women quite simply were stopped at a state of 
evolution far short of their human capacity.” While there 
was a diversity of perspectives within second-wave 
feminism, including liberal, radical, and socialist/Marxist 
approaches, much of this work was predicated on the 
concept of “universal womanhood.”29 Unfortunately, this 
meant that no attention was paid to racial or cultural 
distinctions/variations, allowing Euro-American feminists 
to wrongly assume that their voice represented the 
experiences of all women.30 

Nevertheless, African American feminists as well as Third 
World feminists are now challenging Western notions of 
feminism, arguing they cannot adequately address 
marginalized groups of women. They claim that Western 
feminism only represents the realities of a particular group 
of women, namely, First World, white, middle-class 
women. In fact, Muslim feminists such as Sa’diyya Shaikh 
point to major shortcomings of the Western feminist 
discourse, arguing that because general feminist thought 
ignores issues related to cultural and social differences, it 
cannot be used to empower Muslim women. Thus, she 
and many other Muslim intellectuals believe it is now their 
duty to “reflect the conceptual difficulties and ideological 
biases experienced by many groups of Muslims with 
regard to certain developments in Western feminism.”31

Shaikh defines feminism as including a critical awareness 
of the structural marginalization of women in society and 
the engagement in activities directed at transforming 
gender power relations in order to strive for a society that 
“facilitates human wholeness for all based on principles of 
gender justice, human equality, and freedom from 
structures of oppression.”32 However, the key distinction 
between the current and past definition of feminism is the 
inherent ideological differences between Western 
feminism and Islam, which are embedded in a history of 
larger civilizational harangues between the Islamic world 
and the West.33 Gender discourse in contemporary Islam is 
haunted by a deep history of conflict between early 
European colonial encounters in different parts of the 
Muslim world. As a result of the processes of imperialism 

and globalization, neo-colonial power structures exist 
throughout the economic and social spheres of the Muslim 
world. From the perspective of many Muslims, Euro-
American cultural hegemony remains largely coupled 
with a prejudice propagated against Muslims. This 
problem is accentuated by the Western stereotyping of 
Islam as a “violent, medieval, and, especially, misogynist 
religion,” as reflected in the enduring legacies of colonial 
scholarship on Islam.34 

The homogenization of women within dominant Western 
feminist paradigms, in particular, has led to limitations on 
the ideology’s applicability, serving to further marginalize 
women that live in societies with certain cultural traditions 
and values. The Western feminist approach does not 
examine the particular material conditions and ideological 
frameworks that engender disenfranchisement for a 
specific group of women. Instead, many Western feminist 
intellectuals cite very basic examples of disempowerment 
in order to prove the general thesis that women as a group 
are “powerless.” For example, as Omid Safi writes in 
Progressive Muslims, “Western feminist discourses that 
represent the hijab as simply symbolic of Muslim women’s 
subjugation often muddy both the particularity of such a 
phenomenon as well as the multiple levels of meanings 
that it may have for different Muslim women.”35

These different interpretations have led to a very complex 
relationship between “Western feminism” and the Muslim 
world to coalesce, one that is further complicated by the 
imposition of Western feminist ideals and ideology on 
Muslim societies. Though many Western scholars argue 
that recent trends in the Middle East are serving to 
undermine previous accomplishment of the feminist 
movement, this assertion woefully ignores the underlying 
cultural, social, and political factors at play in the Arab 
world. For example, women in the Middle East are actually 
increasing their political activism by embracing what 
many in the Western world assume to be oppressive 
practices, instead using these traditions as tools to 
effectively work within the social, cultural and political 
system in place in the Middle East. 

“[T]he key distinction between the current and past 
definition of feminism is the inherent ideological 

differences between Western feminism and Islam...”
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Re-Contextualizing Feminism in the Arab World

In response to the failures of Western feminism and cur-
rent social pressures stemming from the rise of Islamist 
ideology, many modern Muslim feminists are now seeking 
to adopt a new strand of feminist thought. Many have 
sought to find aspects of gender equality within the Quran, 
working within the confines of the Islamic ideology in or-
der to reclaim their Islamic rights. This type of behavior 
has opened the door for a new wave of feminism in the 
Muslim world. “Islamic feminism” stems from the belief 
that the feminist commitment is integral to Islam and re-
sponsive to the core call to justice in the Quran. However, 
there still exists a clear schism between the true egalitarian 
ideals of Islam and the problematic reality that many Mus-
lim women experience injustice in the name of religion.36 

Though past feminist movements laid down crucial 
groundwork for the development of Islamic Feminism in 
the Middle East, these movements were also inherently 
flawed as they often ignored the cultural, social, and eco-
nomic needs facing the most impoverished, religious 
women in the Middle East. Even more concerning is the 
fact that the modern world seems to be engaged in a peri-
od of religious revivalism, which clearly points to the fail-
ure of Western women’s movement to address these cru-
cial cultural differences and traditions. The Western 
stereotypes surrounding the dangers of Islamic funda-
mentalism rarely encompass the nuances of how the 
movement has affected national and local politics and 
women’s rights issues in the Muslim world. For example, 
women’s demands for greater political voice in any Islam-
ic-based state may have seemed absurd half a century ago, 
yet great progress is being made in many of these places 
today. In fact, there are now twice as many women in 
school in Iran than there were under the previous “secu-
lar” regime.37 Clearly, the place of women is not set within 
Islamic societies, but rather amenable to each society’s 
perceived needs and historical contexts and backgrounds.

Thus, many modern Muslim feminists have rejected 
traditional colonial feminist representations of Muslim 
women as the “victimized” and voiceless “other,” in 
support of the re-defining of feminist discourse, providing 
a more heterogeneous representation of cultural and 
identity-related factors. Islamic feminism not only 
addresses contextual issues, but it also takes into account 
the multiple identities of women. By definition, the 
ideology makes the salient the question of religious 
identity in the experience of Muslim women, allowing for 

the “collusion of feminist discourse with Muslim women’s 
articulation of their engagement with gender issues.”38 
This re-contextualizing of feminism in the Arab world 
allows for the crucial development of a meaningful 
dialogue between groups of Muslim women and women 
from other religio-cultural backgrounds. 

An Intellectual Conversation: Mohanty vs Wadud

In staunch opposition to Western notions of feminism, au-
thor and scholar Chandra Mohanty stresses the impor-
tance of recognizing the political significance that the term 
“colonization” has come to characterize everything from 
the most evident economic and political hierarchies to the 
production of a particular cultural discourse about what is 
called the “Third World.” In particular, Mohanty argues 
that the way in which the second wave feminist movement 
has defined feminism has had a lasting impact on the way 
Muslim women describe their own experiences and strug-
gles. Mohanty sees immense fault in the fact that privilege 
and ethnocentric universality are fundamentally part of 
feminist theory, as this has led for women in the third 
world to see themselves as living in the context of a world 
system dominated by the West.39 

Mohanty argues that, because Western feminism entails 
cross-culturally monolithic notions of patriarchy, this only 
leads to the construction of a similarly reductive and ho-
mogeneous type of “Third World Difference.” She believes 
the term perfectly captures the essence of the oppression 
of most (if not all) women living in the Third World, stem-
ming from vastly different patriarchal and gender-related 
traditions and values. Western feminists are quick to “ap-
propriate and “colonize” the fundamental complexities 
and conflicts which characterize the lives of women of dif-
ferent classes, religions, cultures, races, and castes in these 
countries” within the context of this “Third World Differ-
ence.”40 Mohanty claims that this very process of Western 
homogenization and systematization, which has allowed 
for the oppression of women in the Third World, must 
now be re-interpreted within a third world context.

One such significant effect of the dominant “representa-
tions” of Western feminism is its likeness to imperialism 
in its view of particular third world women. The “average 
third world woman” leads a predominantly restricted life 
based on her feminine gender and also her being “Third 
World,” something that Mohanty feels represents igno-
rance, poverty, lack of education, tradition-bound, and vic-
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timized. She suggests that modern representations depict 
women with the freedom to make their own decisions, 
which stems from implicit self-depiction of Western wom-
en as being educated, modern beings with the freedom to 
make their own decisions. The distinction between the 
Western representation of women in the third world and 
the Western feminist self-representation is the fact that 
“the privileging of a particular group as the norm or refer-
ent has allowed western feminists to cast Third World 
women in terms of ourselves undressed.” Mohanty claims 
that this problematic premise must be fully overcome if 
there is to be any success for the Islamic feminist move-
ment moving forward.41 

In contrast to Mohanty, Muslim scholar and professor Am-
ina Wadud is not so quick to reject Western feminism, see-
ing the ideology as an important catalyst for the larger 
feminist movement in the Muslim world.42 Wadud has 
made it her mission to argue against the influence of patri-
archy on their interpretation of the Quran and the practic-
es of Muslims, as she believes this has constricted the true 
realization of the Quranic message of equality and justice. 
One of her key arguments is that the patriarchy is a form 
of shirk or making partners to God, and because one fun-
damentally contradicts the Quranic vision of equal and 
reciprocal relationships when one places men above wom-
en, this violates the prerequisite that God is supreme. She 
remarks that though she used to think that “Islam” and 
“Muslim” were one and the same, she now recognizes that 
there a number of situations that may arise where one may 
be forced to choose between the two. 

Since writing the book Qu’ran and Women: Rereading The 
Sacred Text From A Woman’s Perspective, Wadud has consis-
tently found others calling her “Western” and a “feminist.” 
But rather than see this as a negative label, Wadud optimis-
tically interprets the name-calling, taking “Western” to 
mean that she “can only be who [she] [is]: a daughter of the 
West, born and raised American of African descent.43 Yet, 
she feels the true intent of the label is to be meant in a re-
ductionist manner that is anti-Islamic, which she finds to 
be rather offensive. Similarly, she interprets the term 
“feminist” to mean that all women are human beings, yet 
again asserts that others simply use the term in a deroga-
tory fashion without reference to the true definition of 
feminism. Wadud is appalled that even though she never 
refers to herself by this title, this does not prevent others 
from calling her “out of her name,” as if she does not even 
count as a human being.44 

Yet, with great humility, Wadud remarks that in the battle 
for gender parity where the trenches are deep and the 
fighting unfair, she has come to the conclusion that she 
must keep leading the fight for feminism in the Muslim 
world. She feels that one of the most special merits of Is-
lam is din, or way of life, is that the “establishing and re-
establishing orthodoxy sets an agenda for Islamic praxis,” 
and that one cannot stand on the sidelines in the face of 
injustice and still be recognized as fully Muslim.45 Though 
she does not necessarily agree with the term “Western 
feminist,” she still dedicates her book to all women: young 
and old, wise and simple, rich and poor, who are [her] sis-
ters in Islam.” Though Wadud made the decision in her 
early twenties to become Muslim and did not personally 
witness Islam as oppressive to women, she still devotes 
her entire scholarly life to rereading the Quran to find Is-
lamic equality for women. 

Both Mohanty and Wadud agree that Western feminism is 
flawed in its ability to properly address cultural and Islam-
ic issues in the Muslim world, but both women share very 
different interpretations and perspectives for why they feel 
this way. While Mohanty staunchly opposes Western femi-
nism as another form of oppressive colonialism, Wadud 
more of less accepts the label in the sense that she is in the 
most basic sense a “Western Feminist” due to her back-
ground and activist work, both of which have fueled her 
passion to keep finding new ways to place issues of equal-
ity and feminism within the context of the Quran. 

ConClusion: a nEw way moving forward
Since both secularization and Western feminism have had 
similar impacts on the Muslim world, it is useful to exam-
ine the initial development of each concept and the rea-
sons prohibiting their successful indoctrination into the 
Muslim World. In recent years, with increasing occurrence 
of religious extremism as well as enduring practices such 
as veiling and arranged marriages, it seems these Western 
teleological theories long believed to promote stability and 
tolerance are now losing their general applicability and va-
lidity. Paradoxically, it seems that secularization and west-
ern feminism have often served to undermine these values 
through the marginalization of religion as well as women 
in the Third World.

One of the key issues with secularization in the Middle 
East is that secularism, a political doctrine that grew out of 
Christian Europe, is often seen as being indissolubly 
linked with a history of foreign colonial invasion and oc-
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cupation. For many Muslims, the efforts of colonial re-
gimes to impose secular political doctrines from above 
were only the beginning of a supposition that seculariza-
tion was inextricably linked with modernization. As Abdel-
wahab Elmessiri writes, “secularism is a world-outlook 
that is embedded in the simplest and most innocuous cul-
tural commodities, and that forms the unconscious basis 
and implicit frame of reference for our conduct in public 
and in private.” Elmessiri believes that the secular state as 
it stands in the Arab world is not only aimed at dominating 
public life, but has also problematically made it its goal to 
exploit private life.46 Thus, it seems increasingly likely that 
a more tolerant society requires a more pluralistic view of 
religion for society, a paradigm that may be able to better 
incorporate issues related to Islam and Sharia law as the 
supreme governing legislature in the Muslim world. 

In a similar vein, many of the traditional feminist move-
ments in the Middle East came out of secular movements 
based on Western models and espoused Western ideolo-
gies. Yet, this type of movement was often in direct conten-
tion with the powerful religious elite, as it often ignored 
basic religious doctrine and challenged the patriarchal 
structure of Islam itself. Thus, many of the religious elite 
saw this rebellion by women as a symptom of a bigger dis-
ease, Western imperialism, or “Weststruckness,” a prob-
lem that had to be refuted at all costs. As this tension 
threatened the power relationship between the political 
elite and the religious elite, many Muslim feminists felt 
that the only way they could move their feminist agenda 
forward was through the creation of a new thread of femi-
nist dialogue, one that was able to operate within the 
bounds of Islam. Again, this is primarily a reason why 
Western feminism has failed in the Muslim world. It fails 
to take into account the context and culture of the Muslim 
world. Thus, it seems that the best way for Muslim women 
to move forward is to realize that they no longer have to 
abandon their socio-cultural identities to have a voice, but 
can instead refuse to operate within the bounds of Western 
feminism by placing their feminist movement within the 
context of Islam.47 

Thus, if both concepts were to be reinterpreted with re-
gards to the cultural, religious, and identity-related bound-
aries within the Muslim world, this would allow for the 
creation of a new Muslim identity—particularly the rene-
gotiating of gender and religious identity. Furthermore, it 
is important to note that identity negotiation is, to a large 
extent, dependent on future circumstances and the nature 
of the Muslim world. Though the modern Western world 

believes Islam to be prohibiting the development of toler-
ance, secularism, democracy, and women’s rights, we may 
very well see a change in the dominant paradigms of secu-
larization and feminism if these ideologies can be reinter-
preted in a more pluralistic and inclusive manner.  
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